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Abstract 
Because nonfiction writing instruction is less well-understood than instruction in other 
genres, this interpretive literature review explores teaching practices likely to nurture 
students' effective informational writing. Also, because children's expository writing often 
lacks energy, attention was paid to instructional practices that encourage "voice." Suri' s 
(2002) MIRS framework was used to ensure the study's rigor throughout the examination of 
works by selected writing instruction experts. 
Certain instructional provisions foster effective writing in any genre: direct instruction in 
writing process skills; regular, frequent time for writing; student choice of writing topics, 
teacher response to children's compositions during writing; regular time for reading, and 
mentorship of young authors. For children to write compelling nonfiction, they must 
additionally receive instruction in topic selection, nonfiction reading strategies, and note-
taking. Finally, immersion in fine nonfiction, freely chosen topics, and oral and written 
rehearsal of new learning increase the likelihood that students' informational writing will 
exhibit "voice." 
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INTRODUCTION 
Because writing is a tool for thinking and communicating, students need to be able to 
write clearly and effectively in all genres. However, nonfiction writing warrants special 
attention. Unless children pursue careers as storybook authors or poets, nonfiction will be 
the genre that they will use most frequently in their lives. In our homes, we write notes, lists, 
and emails. In school and post-secondary institutions, students are required to write 
responses, summaries, and essays. In many occupations, employees are called upon to write 
periodic reports. 
If children are to express their opinions in the succinct, powerful prose that 
characterizes the best nonfiction writing, they will need plenty of practice with this form. 
Yet in my own classroom, though I enjoy teaching other sorts of writing, little expository 
writing is done. Once each year I institute a nonfiction writing blitz that lasts for five or six 
weeks. For me, the process is exhausting, and the writing students chum out is less than 
awe-mspmng. 
Whereas I am often inspired to share children's personal narrative accounts with 
colleagues- to exclaim over a fresh turn-of-phrase or a particularly satisfying ending - such 
is not the case with their nonfiction writing. Most of the nonfiction I receive displays little 
voice; the lilt is decidedly flat and encyclopedic. Students' personalities and passions, those 
qualities that make their personal narratives so charming, are entirely absent. Consequently, 
when students have completed their single designated report, I breathe a sigh of relief. Most 
of the expository writing that occurs during the remainder of the year is the short-answer 
variety. In subsequent writers' workshop classes, I have children tum their attention once 
more to other genres- genres that make me feel like a more competent writing teacher. 
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As I skimmed the writing instruction literature, I was surprised - though somewhat 
mollified - to find that I am not the first educator to be troubled by a lack of efficacy in 
teaching expository writing. Nor am I the first to recognize that students ' nonfiction writing 
pales in comparison to their expressive writing. In their introduction to Nonfiction Craft 
Lessons, Portalupi and Fletcher (200 1) share a revealing anecdote about their preparation for 
a workshop intended to showcase many genres of student writing. Although they had plenty 
of representative pieces from other genres, they were concerned to find that they had very 
few samples of students ' nonfiction writing. The following conversation ensued after the 
authors placed a worried call to renowned writing teacher Donald Graves: 
"You know what the researchers say when something like [this] happens," 
Don [Graves] said with a chuckle. "No data is data." 
"You mean .. . " 
"I mean you' ve got to pay attention to the fact that you don' t have many 
nonfiction samples from students," he said. "That' s got to tell you 
something." 
He was right. It wasn' t due to chance that we had trouble digging up 
student nonfiction samples. Rather, this lack indicated a larger problem in 
our writing classrooms. (Portalupi & Fletcher, 2001 , p. 1) 
THE PROBLEM 
Rationale for the Study 
Experts in the field perceive that there are problems with children's nonfiction writing 
instruction. Graves' comment that "unfortunately little nonfiction, beyond personal 
narrative, is practiced in classrooms" (Graves, 1994, p. 304) echoes Portalupi and Fletcher's 
anecdote. From Harvey' s (1998) Nonfiction Matters, the remark that "the nonfiction 
[students] write would put an owl to sleep" (Harvey, 1998, p. 3) mirrors a frustration similar 
to mine: much of children' s nonfiction writing is voiceless. Teachers - and consequently 
students - are struggling with this genre. 
When I began to explore the field of nonfiction writing instruction as a potential 
research problem for my master's project, I thought that this genre was neglected in the 
literature. I also thought that very little had been written about helping children to achieve 
voice in their writing. However, I realize now that my suppositions were incorrect. 
Although there is a relative scarcity of literature devoted to nonfiction writing instruction, 
distinguished educators have written eloquently about the teaching of informational writing. 
Some of these authors describe instructional strategies sure to enliven children' s efforts in 
this genre. 
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Eminent scholars have published works focused solely on effective teaching of 
nonfiction writing. Classic books that comprehensively address writing instruction 
frequently include a chapter dealing with informational writing. Yet my experience leads me 
to believe many teachers are unaware of this work and so remain unsure of how to proceed 
with this genre. As I indicated, my own success teaching report writing has been limited at 
best. That my colleagues also struggle to teach nonfiction writing is abundantly clear. Their 
frustration with the genre is most apparent as they gird their loins for the school's annual 
Speech Challenge. In preparation for delivery of classroom speeches, every student in the 
school tackles informational writing. Teachers bemoan the fact that many students elect to 
speak about unfamiliar topics that necessitate research. Inevitably, expansive subjects like 
"Egypt" or "Cancer" or "World War II" have special appeal. We are discouraged when our 
attempts to have children narrow the scope of these topics, are greeted by blank stares. We 
frown as we observe that most students are unable to record useful notes on their cue cards. 
Instead, speeches are transferred word-for-word onto them. Perplexed, we agonize how best 
to evaluate beautifully enunciated speeches that have been copied verbatim from references. 
Eventually, some of us wash our hands of the whole disagreeable task, concluding that 
speeches are best written at home. To teach nonfiction writing effectively demands special 
skill. 
Routman comments, 
Our knowledge of how to teach writing has been limited, through no fault of 
our own. Most colleges and universities still do not require or even offer 
writing courses as part of teacher education. Most of us have been left to 
fend for ourselves with few writing models, little confidence, and scant 
support. (Routman, 2005, pp. 35-36) 
Her observation is consistent with my experience. Although I was required to complete a 
course that dealt with reading instruction, there was no corresponding course to prepare 
novice writing teachers. Little wonder that conscientious professionals wrestle with the 
complex genre of nonfiction. 
An interpretive review of the advice of prominent authors in the field of writing 
instruction, generally, and nonfiction writing instruction, in particular, I think, would be a 
useful addition to scholarly literature. A project synthesizing exemplary practices for 
nurturing the development of effective writers of nonfiction might well be greeted with a 
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collective sigh of relief by the teachers who accessed it. It would eliminate the need for busy 
educators to locate, sort, and sift through key primary resources . By sharing my frank 
reflections on each of the strategies recommended by experts, I hope to enhance the value of 
this review. The opinions of experienced classroom teachers are often of especial interest to 
other classroom practitioners. It is hoped that my plainly stated views will help readers to 
select for implementation those practices that best fit their circumstances and teaching styles. 
Theoretical Framework for the Proposed Study 
The philosophical framework underpinning this study is the conviction that effective 
writing skills can be taught and they can be learned. All of the prominent educators cited in 
this study support this theory. 
Statement of the Problem 
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Although I have a satisfactory understanding of instructional practices that can 
support students in composing powerful personal narratives, much less is understood about 
teaching students to write effective nonfiction. Each school year, nonfiction writing 
instruction is given short shrift during writers' workshop in the researcher's intermediate 
classroom. Much more time is devoted to helping children write powerful accounts of their 
own experiences. Consequently, many students are able to write lively, logical personal 
stories, but their expository writing is dull. Informal observations of colleagues lead me to 
surmise that they too are struggling with this genre. Many of us seem uncertain about which 
instructional practices encourage the development of effective nonfiction writing skills in our 
students. 
Personally, I have begun to wonder ifthe uninteresting informational writing of my 
students, like the canary in the coal mine, might not be a symptom of other significant 
problems with my writing instruction. Investigation of those practices that characterize 
quality writing instruction, independent of genre, also seems to be indicated. 
Research Questions to be Investigated 
The proposed study seeks to answer the following questions: 
1. According to noted educators in the field of writing instruction, what instructional 
practices foster the development of effective writing skills in intermediate students? 
2. According to noted educators in the field of writing instruction, what instructional 
practices nurture the development of effective nonfiction writing skills in 
intermediate students? 
3. According to noted educators in the field of writing instruction, what instructional 
practices encourage voice in students' nonfiction writing? 
Limitations of the Study 
This project may be affected by several factors over which the researcher has no 
control. One limitation of this study is that the researcher is a novice. Data collection and 
interpretation are entirely dependent on my skills. Since I have not previously conducted 
formal research, it is likely that some of the judgments I make will differ from those of a 
seasoned researcher. 
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Since in the time allotted for this study it is only feasible to read a portion of the 
relevant literature, another limitation of the study is that only a small group of primary 
researchers' work can be examined. Because the studies of only seven writing instruction 
experts will be investigated, this project neglects the scholarship of some important 
researchers. Consequently, it is conceivable that some useful advice for supporting students' 
nonfiction writing may be omitted from the study's results. 
A final limitation of the study may be researcher bias. Suri's (2002) 
methodologically inclusive research synthesis framework has alerted me to a couple of 
possible sources of my own bias. As a result, I am better prepared to monitor myself and 
guard against the "distorting hazard" (Peshkin, 1988, p. 18) my biases pose to the project's 
results. Nevertheless, because "one's subjectivity is like a garment that cannot be removed," 
(Peshkin, p. 17) ingrained, subconscious biases may still be present. 
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Delimitations of the Study 
One of this study' s delimitations is my decision to explore only the work of certain 
renowned experts in the field of writing instruction. Recognizing that an exhaustive 
exploration of the literature was impossible, I elected to consider only the work of a subset of 
the eminent scholars who had dedicated substantial time to the study of children' s writing 
instruction. 
When selecting the "big names" in the field of writing instruction, a further 
delimitation occurred. Because I teach ten to thirteen-year-olds, I chose authors whose 
research focused on elementary students. Consequently, because Murray, Zinsser, Elbow, 
and Romano ' s research concentrates on older learners, their work has not been included in 
this research synthesis. 
Definition ofTerms 
Most of the terminology used in this proposal will be readily comprehensible. An 
attempt has been made to avoid jargon. 
1. "Voice" is the sound of the author' s own language captured in the writing. Voice helps 
the reader to determine the writer' s feelings about her topic. 
Summary 
Since nonfiction writing is the genre that students will likely use most frequently in 
their lives, instruction must prepare them to use it effectively. However, because 
informational writing instruction is less well-understood than some other sorts of writing, and 
because the nonfiction produced by students has been painfully voiceless, I have not 
allocated sufficient time to the teaching of this genre. Informal observation leads me to 
suspect other teachers are equally troubled by students ' dull nonfiction submissions. They 
too experience feelings of professional inefficacy as they survey youngsters' voiceless and 
plagiarized reports. Moreover, I expect I am not alone in my relative neglect of 
informational writing. Given that writing pedagogy is frequently overlooked in teacher 
training, it is little wonder that many practitioners struggle with this complex genre. 
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A review of the literature on writing instruction reveals that well-respected educators 
have also noticed that little nonfiction writing is occurring in classrooms. They too, have 
observed that students' expository writing lacks energy. Graves (1989 & 1994); Atwell 
(1990); Harvey (1998); Routman (2005); Portalupi and Fletcher (200 1 ); and Short and Harste 
(1996) are among the experts who have weighed in with promising advice to help teachers 
improve their writing instruction. Compelling examples of student writing inspired by these 
"best practices" are offered as proof of their effectiveness. 
To combat lifeless informational writing, a study that bridges the gap between writing 
instruction experts and diligent classroom teachers is needed. An interpretive synthesis of 
the "best practices" endorsed by authorities in the field, I think, would serve this purpose. In 
a consolidated form, researchers' wisdom would be more accessible to industrious 
practitioners with little time to pore over lengthy primary works. I feel confident that the 
classroom teacher- widely expected to be a jack of all trades - would gratefully receive a 
user-friendly antidote to lackluster student reports . Furthermore, the credibility of the 
synthesis is enhanced because it is written from the perspective of an experienced classroom 
teacher. Whether or not readers share contexts or outlooks similar to mine, my analysis will 
certainly facilitate their decisions about which of the practices lauded by experts can best be 
utilized to improve their own nonfiction writing instruction. 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
Research Methodology 
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To bring some resolution to the identified problem required analysis of relevant 
literature, and reflection upon my own practice. The interpretive review was a methodology 
compatible with the study I wished to conduct. It allowed me to read widely in an effort to 
determine those instructional practices that cultivate great nonfiction writing, while 
simultaneously producing research that may benefit teachers with similar concerns. As 
Cooper and Hedges indicate, "reviews are among the most highly cited documents in the 
social sciences" (Cooper & Hedges, 1994, p. 4). They observe that reviews allow busy 
scientists to remain current in fields related to their specialties without requiring them to read 
and digest the individual studies upon which the reviews are based. Similarly, reviews could 
help classroom generalists to remain abreast of developments in various subject areas, 
without necessitating time-consuming sorting and sifting of data. 
The interpretive review is a "non-experimental, non-survey" (Eisenhart, 1998, p. 391) 
methodology. This seems fitting since "there is much more to understanding educational 
issues than what can be captured in syntheses of research studies that explore correlational 
and causal relationships" (Schwandt, 1998, p. 41 0). Since most of the primary studies 
dealing with children's writing are qualitative inquiries, a non-experimental design is 
appropriate. 
The chosen methodology is "interpretive" in that observations are made and 
conclusions are drawn by "a sensitive human instrument" (Suri, 2002, p. 8). In this study, 
the "human instrument" is an experienced classroom teacher. Interpretive review does not 
require me to "render myself invisible, to conform to the traditions of inquiry" (Meacham, 
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1998, p. 403). After all , the problem of dull nonfiction writing involves me. Meacham 
remarks, "There is no space from which to be distant from the conditions facing education. 
We are all immersed within processes which are connected to [the problems] which 
characterize the educational landscape" (Meacham, p. 405). When undertaking a review of 
this sort, it is crucial that readers become acquainted with my context and perspective in 
order to determine to what degree the conclusions I draw fit their circumstances. Readers 
need to be privy to the thinking underpinning any inferences made in the study. As the 
researcher, I must "step out ofthe shadow" (Meacham, p. 404), so that my perspective and 
interpretations can be examined. Accordingly, I need to expand upon my description of 
myself as "an experienced classroom teacher. " I am a white female who has taught upper 
intermediate students at a small, inner-city elementary school in central British Columbia for 
the past twenty-six years . Many of the children who attend the school where I am employed 
are considered "at risk" for a myriad of reasons. I have not known a single day of boredom 
since beginning my job in 1981. Truthfully, the operation of my classroom is generally 
teacher-directed. I enjoy teaching writing, and love to hear what students have written. But 
as I have described, nonfiction writing instruction has me stymied. 
In her delineation of interpretive reviews, Eisenhart discerns that "an interpretive 
review should be consistent with the spirit of interpretive scholarship" (Eisenhart, 1998, p. 
391 ). In order for a review to be considered interpretive, she states it ought to "reveal 
something surprising, startling, or new" (Eisenhart, p. 392). Interpretive research should also 
allow readers "to learn about the context of [others ' ] lives well enough to grasp the logic of 
[their] view and consider it alongside [their own]" (Eisenhart, p. 393) . The final 
characteristic of interpretive scholarship, according to Eisenhart, is its "commitment to use 
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research findings to improve communication and understanding across human groups" 
(Eisenhart, p. 393). 
The three "hallmarks of interpretive research" set by Eisenhart (1998) appear rather 
lofty to an inexperienced researcher. With luck, some of the observations made in my review 
are unique; the reader may deem them somewhat "surprising." As I present the ideas of 
respected educators in the field of writing instruction, it is intended that their opinions will be 
rendered with a clarity that allows the reader "to grasp the logic of [their] view[s]. And I do 
hope that "communication and understanding" will be enhanced by the completed study. 
Nevertheless, Schwandt's more modest assertion that "reviewing is an interpretive 
undertaking insofar as it is an effort to make sense of ... studies and establish their meaning," 
(Schwandt, 1998, p. 409) seems a more realistic goal for a novice inquirer. Schwandt, I 
think, more accurately describes my objective. 
Like the word "interpretive," the word "review" also merits inspection. "Review" 
signifies that the study I produced is a synthesis of the primary works of other researchers 
(Suri, 2002, p. 5). Although some reviews "focus on empirical studies and seek to 
summarize past research by drawing overall conclusions from many separate investigations" 
(Cooper, 1998, p. 4), my proposed review employs qualitative methods "to construct new 
knowledge by making explicit connections ... between individual primary research reports 
that were not visible before" (Suri, 2004, p. 1). Various scholars have summed up the value 
ofreviews. Aristotle's comment, cited by Cooper and Hedges (1994) displays common 
sense: 
... it is necessary, while formulating the problems of which in our advance 
we are to find the solutions, to call into council the views of those of our 
predecessors who have declared an opinion on the subject, in order that we 
may profit by whatever is sound in their suggestions and avoid their errors. 
(Aristotle, n.d.) 
More recently, Eisenhart offers the following justification: " ... reviews of fields should 
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collect and organize the results of numerous previous studies so that we know what we have 
already learned" (Eisenhart, 1998, p. 394). Succinctly, Schwandt declares, "A review . .. 
synthesizes knowledge so that we can enhance our capacity to solve educational problems" 
(Schwandt, 1998, p. 412) . 
In order that quantitative reviews are conducted with a rigor corresponding to that of 
primary studies, Cooper developed "a model of the literature review that (1) conceptualizes 
research integration as a scientific process and (2) suggests systematic guidelines for 
evaluating the validity of review outcomes" (Cooper, 1982, p. 4). Problem formulation, data 
collection, data evaluation, analysis/interpretation, and public presentation are the five stages 
included in Cooper's meta-analysis model (Cooper, p. 19). Suri observes, however, that "no 
single method of research synthesis can be a best fit for all types of research" (Suri, 2002. p. 
3). He perceives that Cooper's model, which demands empirical data, effectively excludes 
much of the current educational research. "Contemporary educational research," he notes, 
"is marked by diversity, complexity, and richness of purposes, methods, and perspectives" 
(Suri, p. 3). Cresswell, too, comments that qualitative methods are now widely used to 
conduct primary research in education (Cresswell, 2005 , p. 43). 
Guided by his conviction that "the educational research community [must] find strategies 
to accommodate high quality, rigorous research from a wide range of current methodological 
persuasions," (Suri, 2004, p. 4) Suri undertook the development of a framework for 
"Methodologically Inclusive Research Synthesis (MIRS)" (Suri, 2002, p. 3). The MIRS 
framework is an adaptation of Cooper's model for research syntheses, in which Suri "drew 
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heavily from qualitative and mixed primary research methods texts" (Suri, p. 8). He was 
cognizant that in order for MIRS to be considered trustworthy, its framework must encourage 
synthesists to carefully adhere to the "canons of rigor: clarity, explicitness, and openness" 
(Suri, 2002, p. 6). The studied decisions that the MIRS framework compels effectually 
sensitize the researcher to her own "biases and errors" (Suri, p. 7). Additionally, these 
transparent "decision points" encourage "the readers of research syntheses to actively 
evaluate and adapt the information they read to their own context" (Suri, p. 7). Suri 
identifies the following six phases in the MIRS framework: 
1. Framing the purpose and orientation, 
2. Selecting the evidence, 
3. Distilling the information, 
4. Constructing connected understandings, 
5. Sharing with an audience, 
6. Evaluating a research synthesis (Suri, 2002, p. 8). 
Specific MIRS Procedures 
1. Framing the Purpose and Orientation 
As discussed, the orientation for my review is interpretivist. Investigating the ways in 
which "primary research reports on [my] topic connect and interact," (Suri, 2004, p. 1 0) 
interests me. 
Methodical contemplation of decision points, from every conceivable perspective, is 
not sufficient to establish the validity of an interpretive review. Transparency of decisions is 
paramount. To enhance both the transferability and dependability of the synthesis, Suri 
(2002) insists that these reflections be recorded so readers can make an informed assessment 
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of the work. When determining the purpose of a research synthesis, Suri advises that the 
following factors be given thought: "recognizing potential stakes, nature of substantive area, 
intended audience and utility, pragmatic constraints, and ethical considerations" (Suri, 2004, 
p. 6). Each factor is considered in the context of this study. 
Recognizing potential stakes and ethical considerations. Logically, Suri comments 
that "the findings of a synthesis may intentionally or inadvertently affect or inform different 
groups" (Suri, 2004, p. 13). More surprisingly, he observes that stakeholders in a particular 
review "can knowingly or unknowingly influence a synthesis in certain directions (Suri, 
2004, p. 13). For these reasons, he advises the synthesist to identify stakeholders, delineate 
the manner in which the interpretive review may affect these groups, and outline ways these 
individuals conceivably could impact the synthesis. Such reflection serves to "make 
synthesists wary of some obvious sources of biases" (Suri, p. 15) and "enhances the 
transparency and rigor of the synthesis process" (Suri, p. 13). Accordingly, I am able to 
identify three potential groups of stakeholders in this study: teachers, students, and the 
primary researchers whose work is synthesized in the review. 
I perceive two ways my research could potentially influence other teachers. (1) 
Intermediate literacy teachers do stand to benefit from the synthesis; hopefully it will supply 
practitioners with useful ideas for improving nonfiction writing instruction. (2) At the outset 
of this proposal, I inferred that colleagues felt some of the same frustrations that I have 
experienced with respect to teaching students informational writing. Although I feel 
confident that I have represented our sentiments about the genre accurately, I suppose some 
could view my observations as an affront. 
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Revealing to me was the notion that other teachers could unwittingly shape my 
review. However, without scrupulous attention to honesty, the interpretive portion of my 
review stood to be influenced by colleagues. Throughout the synthesis my responsibility was 
"to look carefully at theory and research and to make connections to [my] beliefs and 
practices" (Routman, 2002, p. 33). Disclosing past professional blunders and uncertainties 
for public scrutiny, did create some anxiety. Routman remarks that "many teachers are 
embarrassed to admit that they need help [and] believe that everyone else must be a 
successful practitioner who already knows how to teach a particular skill or discipline" 
(Routman, p. 34). Accurate renditions of past practices and new learning were essential as 
the study progressed. Excessive worry about colleagues' censure had the potential to 
threaten the project's validity. 
Upon completion of this synthesis, my intention is that interested teachers will read 
and then implement any of the report's recommendations they perceive as beneficial to 
student stakeholders in their classes. 
Because my synthesis is a summary and interpretation of the work done by primary 
researchers, these individuals are also stakeholders. If I was not sufficiently meticulous 
throughout the reading, note-taking, and analyzing phases of the study, it is possible that their 
ideas could be misrepresented. Constant vigilance and plenty of rereading was necessary to 
ensure the credibility of the final review. 
After only a cursory reading of some of the selected authors, I quickly became aware 
that Peshkin's (1988) admonition to researchers was one that I must heed. "Researchers," he 
says "should systematically seek out their subjectivity, not retrospectively when the data 
have been collected and the analysis is complete, but while their research is actively in 
16 
progress" (Peshkin, 1988, p. 17). By remaining attuned to my subjectivity, I attempted to 
"avoid the trap of perceiving just that which my own untamed sentiments have sought out 
and served up as data" (Peshkin, p. 20). You see, as I read the work of certain experts I 
became aware that a narrative style of writing holds great appeal for me, while detached, 
factual descriptions are judged boring. As I prepared my synthesis, it was important that I 
base my interpretations on the writing instruction ideas presented. Because I prefer an 
author's writing style, and enjoy reading her work, her ideas should not necessarily be 
applauded with greater enthusiasm. Likewise, when an author ' s teaching style differs from 
mine, I needed to exercise caution in my judgment of his ideas. Instructional practices that 
would prove more difficult for me to assimilate should not consequently be disregarded or 
maligned in the review. 
Peshkin does add, however, that "subjectivity can be seen as virtuous, for it is the 
basis of researchers making a distinctive contribution, one that results from the unique 
configuration of their personal qualities joined to the data they have collected" (Peshkin, 
1988, p. 18). An interpretive review demands subjectivity. However, that subjectivity must 
be kept in check so that it does not contaminate the project's results. 
Nature of substantive area. Suri comments that the researcher must consider her 
"relationship to, and stake in, the relevant topic," (Suri, 2004, p. 17) as well as the 
characteristics of "the substantive area of research" being undertaken (Suri, 2004, p. 17). To 
that end, I offer a brief description of my relationship to the topic of nonfiction writing, as 
well as my understanding of the nature of research that has been carried out in this field. 
I am keenly interested in students ' writing. My own particular conceptualization of 
writers' workshop has run in my classroom for about fifteen years. As a consequence of 
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having read Calkins' (1986) The Art ofTeaching Writing, but little else in the way of writing 
instruction literature, I now recognize that I have placed greater emphasis on the personal 
narrative than is warranted. Other genres have been relatively neglected. As indicated 
earlier, I feel the nonfiction writing instruction that I have provided has been mediocre, and 
as a result students' informational writing has been tedious, "voiceless" stuff. Through the 
reading that my study required, I hoped to develop a better understanding of writing 
instruction in the content areas. Additionally, because informal observation leads me to 
conclude that others also struggle to teach nonfiction writing, it is my wish that the 
completed project will provide a succinct source of help for colleagues with concerns similar 
to mine. 
Writing instruction literature has burgeoned in the last twenty years. Much has been 
written about the writing process and the successful operation of writers' workshops. 
However, when the websites of important educational publishers are scanned, it is apparent 
that there is a dearth of literature that focuses on nonfiction writing instruction. An even 
fewer number of publications are devoted to the examination of "voice" and how it might be 
nurtured. To teach any genre well is an ambitious undertaking. Unlike the narrative account, 
poetry, or fiction, nonfiction does not spring from children's memories or imaginations. 
Because this genre often requires students to conduct research, and then synthesize their 
findings, it is more complex than other forms. Currently, nonfiction is not as well-
represented in the writing instruction literature, nor is it as well-understood as other genres. 
The primary works examined throughout this project are qualitative in nature. All 
were conducted by pre-eminent writing instruction scholars. With the exception of Fletcher 
- who is an author - all of those whose research is studied have teaching backgrounds. 
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Graves (1989 & 1994 ), Harvey (1998), Calkins ( 1986), and Short and Harste (1996) worked 
as researchers alongside teachers in classrooms during their investigations. Others, like 
Atwell (1987 & 1990) and Routman (2005), managed to teach and conduct research 
simultaneously. 
Intended audience and goal. For a research synthesis to be considered rigorous, it is 
critical to "foreground [its] intended audience and utility" (Suri, 2004, p. 20). The target 
audience of the proposed study is the subset of intermediate teachers who, like me, struggle 
to provide effective nonfiction writing instruction. The goal of the review is to "contribute to 
wider dissemination of educational research" (Suri, p. 21 ). Ultimately, my wish is "to inform 
practice and illuminate how to effectively implement" (Suri, p. 22) practices that support the 
development of young writers. By synthesizing the literature, I hope to provide busy writing 
teachers with a practical resource. I have tried to provide clear descriptions and rationales for 
each of the practices recommended by the experts. Where they exist, I attempted "to uncover 
the tensions ... between ostensibly similar primary research studies" (Suri, p. 22) so that 
these differences could be explored. Throughout the review, I offer my personal reflections 
to assist readers in discerning whether suggested instructional practices ought to be 
"generalized across ... contexts," (Suri, p. 21) or whether certain practices are not 
appropriate for particular settings. 
Pragmatic constraints. Because of the breadth of the topic and the scope of the 
study, an exhaustive investigation of literature related to writing instruction, nonfiction 
writing instruction, and "voice" is not possible here. The volume of published work would 
take a lifetime to read. 
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Time was another pragmatic constraint. By enrolling in UNBC's research seminar, I was 
able to begin planning this project during the winter semester of2007. A supportive family 
allowed me the luxury of devoting large blocks of time to reading and writing throughout the 
summer months and into the fall. It was my goal to be finished all phases of the study by 
mid-February 2008. 
Suri identifies "access to methodological expertise and knowledge of the substantive 
domain" (Suri, 2004, p. 25) as worthy of consideration. My research advisor and the UNBC 
library staff provided me with the support required to develop a grasp of my research 
method: the interpretive review. Expertise in selecting seminal works from the field of 
writing instruction was furnished by my school district's literacy support teacher and a 
UNBC professor whose specialty is language arts. 
2. Selecting the Evidence 
Selection of the authors and the primary studies that formed the foundation of my 
project, proved a critical juncture or "decision point" (Suri, 2002, p. 7) in the overall study. 
The volume of literature related to writing instruction is vast; a project of the duration I had 
planned allowed for exploration of but a fragment of the existing scholarship. Decisions to 
include, or exclude, certain authors and works definitely stood to "shape the final product of 
[this] research synthesis" (Suri, p. 9). Cooper notes that because "the review ... probably 
will not include all studies pertinent to the topic of interest," (Cooper, 1982, p. 7) data 
gathering validity is jeopardized. To maintain validity through this phase, Suri advises that 
the primary reports "be chosen in alignment with the [review's] purpose" (Suri, 2002, p. 8). 
Steadfast focus on the questions that impelled the study was necessary: Which practices 
characterize excellent writing instruction? Which additional instructional practices must be 
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included in order to teach nonfiction writing well? What can teachers do to help children 
sound like themselves when they write? These questions remained uppermost in my mind as 
I deliberated over particular authors and their studies. 
Early in the planning ofthe project, I decided to examine only the works of the pre-
eminent scholars in the field. I wanted to discover how the experts, who had dedicated much 
oftheir lives to the study of children's writing instruction, would answer my questions. I 
began my search for seminal works by renowned writing instruction authors by browsing 
through professional books in my home and school. I also perused the web sites of important 
publishers of educational literature, reading reviews of titles that dealt with intermediate 
students' writing. Through this initial research I developed a list of promising authors: 
Graves, Harvey, Atwell, Calkins and Fletcher. When the school district's literacy resource 
teacher scanned my list, she reminded me of the importance ofRoutman's work. Later, 
when I met with a UNBC professor, knowledgeable in the field of language arts, he 
recommended that I pursue Harste's scholarship. 
I was quite confident that these seven authors fulfilled the criteria that I had 
established. All seemed to be reputed scholars who had distinguished themselves by 
devoting significant portions oftheir lives to the betterment of writing instruction. 
Nevertheless, to ensure the accuracy of my assumptions, I explore the background of each 
expert. A synopsis of each of the chosen author's accomplishments relevant to writing 
instruction follows. 
1. Although Graves has been a teacher and principal, his most important 
contributions to writing instruction literature occurred during the three decades he spent as a 
professor and researcher at the University of New Hampshire. Much of Graves' research 
was conducted in classrooms working alongside teachers. He has published many books 
dealing with teaching children to write; Writing: Teachers and Children at Work (1983) is 
considered a landmark study (Graves & Kittle, 2005, p. DVD1). 
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2. Calkins, "the founder ofthe Teachers College Reading and Writing Project," is 
currently a professor at Columbia University. During her post as a researcher at the 
University ofNew Hampshire, Calkins spent years observing children in their classrooms "in 
order to understand the day-to-day changes in their writing" (Calkins, 1986, p. x) . Two 
influential volumes resulted from this research: Lessons from a Child (1983) and The Art of 
Teaching Writing (1986) . 
3. Atwell conducted research for her important work In the Middle (1987) while 
teaching classes of eighth grade English students. She has written numerous other books and 
articles related to students ' literacy. Atwell is also founder of a K-8 demonstration school in 
Maine (Atwell, 1998, back cover) . 
4. Routman is a teacher with more than thirty years of teaching experience. For the 
last nine years she has been travelling throughout the United States providing weeklong 
residencies in schools. During these residencies, Routman demonstrates writing strategies in 
classrooms, coaches teachers as they implement new ideas, and engages school staffs in 
discussions ofliteracy (Routman, 2002, p. 33). She is the author of several books dealing 
with language arts instruction. 
5. Harvey taught for fifteen years before opting to work as a staff developer and 
researcher in Colorado. The insights she reveals in Nonfiction Matters result from her work 
in classrooms with teachers and students (Harvey, 1998, pp. ix-x). Harvey has a number of 
published materials addressing various aspects of children's literacy. 
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6. Harste's impressive credentials include time spent as an elementary school 
teacher, an executive board member of the International Reading Association, and the 
president of the National Council of Teachers of English. Currently, Harste is a professor of 
Education at Indiana University. In collaboration with other researchers, Harste has 
investigated numerous issues related to reading and writing in elementary classrooms. 
Together, they have authored a number of professional books for teachers (Short & Harste, 
1996, back cover) 
7. Fletcher is an author with a master's degree in fiction writing from Columbia 
University. Although not a teacher himself, through the Teachers College Writing Project, 
Fletcher has worked with practitioners to devise better methods for teaching writing. 
Fletcher prides himself on the eclectic nature of his published works; he has written poetry, 
fiction, and nonfiction books for children, as well as volumes about writing instruction for 
teachers (Fletcher, 2007). 
In selecting the authors ' works on which to base this project, there were several key 
considerations. First, I thought it was important to explore the possibility that my students ' 
poor nonfiction writing might be a result of generally weak writing instruction. That is, 
maybe the problem was simply a deficit in my understanding of the basic teaching practices 
that supported children in their development as writers - irrespective of genre. To gain a 
comprehensive view of quality writing instruction for intermediate-aged students, I elected to 
read Graves' (1994) A Fresh Look at Writing, Calkins' (1986 &1994) The Art ofTeaching 
Writing, Atwell's (1998) In the Middle , and Routman's (2005) Writing Essentials. Next, to 
help me recognize the added instructional practices necessary for the encouragement of first-
rate nonfiction writing, Graves' (1989) Investigate Nonfiction, Atwell's (1990) Coming to 
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Know, Harvey's (1998) Nonfiction Matters, Portalupi and Fletcher's (2001) Nonfiction Craft 
Lessons, and Short and Harste's (1996) Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers were 
chosen. Finally, to acquire an author's perspective on the best ways that teachers can 
encourage young authors, Fletcher's (1993) What a Writer Needs was picked. 
I do not delude myself, believing that I have selected all of the most influential 
scholars and works in the field of writing instruction. Through necessity, and perhaps 
oversight, important studies and writers have been neglected. However, I do think that the 
identified scholarship will help me take significant strides toward resolution of the questions 
posed at the outset of this project. 
3. Distilling the Information 
According to Suri, "a variety of techniques ... may be employed to extract, interpret, 
and evaluate the relevant information from individual studies" (Suri, 2002, p. 8). I adapted 
the methodology Cresswell (2005) describes for the analysis and interpretation of qualitative 
data to suit my project. Qualitative methods were used to "extract, interpret, and evaluate" 
exemplary practices for teaching nonfiction writing. 
Routman offers a friendly reminder about reading informational texts, "With 
nonfiction, you don't always have to start at page 1. You can start with the part you're 
interested in" (Routman, 2005, p. 196). In keeping with this advice, I plan to read only those 
portions of the listed authors' works with relevance to this study. Consequently, chapters 
with no bearing on nonfiction writing instruction -like those focused on fiction or poetry, for 
example- were excluded from my reading list. Once pertinent chapters were identified in a 
text, I began study of individual authors. 
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Cresswell notes that when qualitative data are being examined, it is common for 
several processes to occur simultaneously (Cresswell, 2005, p. 232). This is not particularly 
startling news. After all , much of the scrutiny of qualitative data is essentially careful 
reading. Elementary teachers routinely remind children to read actively by noting questions 
aroused by a piece of text, connecting the author's words to their own lives, making 
inferences, synthesizing information, and drawing conclusions. Fundamentally, examination 
of the works earmarked for this study required close, thoughtful reading. As each chapter 
was read, bits of text germane to the questions guiding the project were highlighted and notes 
were jotted in the margins. I needed to ask myself throughout the reading, "What does this 
author think teachers should do so that students become better writers?" Or, "What does this 
author think practitioners ought to do so that children write effective nonfiction?" And, 
"How do I think this would work in my classroom?" The memos recorded in the margins 
included the author' s advice, questions that occurred to me as I read, and connections made 
between my own practice and the author's suggestions. Data collection, analysis, and 
interpretation occurred in a recursive fashion throughout the reading of each of the selected 
chapters. 
The "coding" of data is recognized as a critical step in carrying out qualitative 
research (Cresswell, 2005 , p. 237). The purpose of coding "is to make sense out of text data" 
(Cresswell, p. 237). Coding "involves identifying text segments, [marking them] , and 
assigning a code word or phrase that accurately describes the meaning of the text segment" 
(Cresswell, p. 237). Later, similar codes are organized into a "theme," which is a number of 
"codes aggregated .. . to form a major idea in the database" (Cresswell, p. 239). Although 
my highlighting and note-making did constitute coding, the nature of this inquiry made the 
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identification of codes and themes more straightforward than many other studies would 
demand. Frequently, qualitative researchers must read between the lines in order to infer the 
underlying codes and subsequent themes. In my study, inference for this purpose was 
generally unnecessary because many of the "themes" are plainly stated. For the sake of 
clarity, individual authors generally describe explicitly the practices they believe teacher-
readers should adopt to nurture students' writing. My job was to investigate exactly what 
each author intends by the themes - or instructional practices -that receive emphasis in 
his/her work. For example, my reading led me to see that different authors mean vastly 
different things when they say, "Children should be allowed choice during writing lessons." 
After reading a chapter, notes and highlighted text formed the basis of a brief 
annotation summarizing and critiquing that segment of the writer's work. Subsequently, 
these annotations aided me in writing an interpretive narrative synthesis of each author's 
advice to teachers who are striving to improve nonfiction writing instruction. The 
interpretive synthesis of each author's recommendations provided a means of ensuring that 
the scholarship of individuals was given due consideration. Together, the annotations and 
narrative syntheses demonstrate to the reader that "systematicity" (Meyrick, 2006, p. 799) 
has been addressed, thereby increasing the trustworthiness of the study. 
4. Constructing Connected Understandings 
After an interpretive narrative synthesis was written for each of the seven authors 
identified, I composed an overall synthesis that answers "the major research questions and 
[forms] an in-depth understanding ofthe central phenomenon through description and 
thematic development" (Cresswell, 2005. p. 241). This product is my interpretive literature 
review. Although all of the best practices included in the individual syntheses appear in the 
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overall interpretive review, I attempted to sequence practices so as to indicate their relative 
emphasis in the literature. Those mentioned frequently are discussed early in the review, 
while practices advanced by only a single author are considered later. When an exemplary 
practice referenced by more than one author, but is understood differently by these scholars, 
this multiplicity of perspectives is reflected in the narrative discussion of that practice. For 
the sake of the review's clarity, related instructional practices are combined under a broader 
thematic umbrella. Cresswell stresses "any interpretation must include the researcher's 
personal stance" (Cresswell, p. 253). Consequently, my personal reactions to the 
recommended instructional practices are interwoven with the advice from the experts. "The 
final goal is to generate a larger, consolidated picture" (Cresswell, p. 231) of what comprises 
quality instruction when nonfiction writing is considered. 
5. Sharing with an Audience 
Suri comments that "the overall structure ... and techniques of the synthesis report 
may be selected to match the intended audience and the impact that the synthesist wishes to 
make through the synthesis" (Suri, 2002, p. 8). As indicated earlier, my intended audience 
consists of intermediate teachers who wish to improve their nonfiction writing instruction. I 
grimaced as I read Cresswell ' s discussion of "layering themes." He encourages qualitative 
researchers "to subsume minor themes within the major themes and include major themes 
within broader themes, [so that] the entire analysis becomes more and more complex as [one] 
works upward toward broader and broader levels of abstraction" (Cresswell, 2005. p. 245). 
Despite Cresswell's assertion that such layering, "can add additional rigor and insight into [a] 
study," (Cresswell, p. 245) my objective is not to proceed "toward broader and broader levels 
of abstraction." Instead, this interpretive review aims to provide practitioners with a concise, 
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clear, practical report synthesizing important research in the field of writing instruction. 
Wherever possible, the instructional practices under discussion are illustrated with concrete 
examples from my own experience. Italicized and bold headings are intended to make each 
of the instructional practices recommended by the experts easy to spot. Again, my hope is 
that teachers will be able to use the outcomes of the study to inform their work in classrooms. 
6. Evaluating the Research Synthesis 
Suri lists three "general criteria that may be employed to evaluate every research 
synthesis: coherence between the purpose and the process; reflexivity between the process 
and the product; and transparency at every critical decision point in the process" (Suri, 2002, 
p. 8). The purpose and process for this study are logically connected; by systematically 
combing through the works of seven writing instruction experts, I discovered ideas that will 
help intermediate teachers to improve nonfiction writing instruction. 
By "reflexivity between process and product" Suri means that a study' s findings (product) 
are directly impacted by the decisions made as the research was conducted (process). 
Consequently, he reminds the researcher to assess continuously whether her choices remain 
aligned with her inquiry's purpose. So, throughout my study it was critical to ask myself, 
"Will this procedure help me to figure out how to teach nonfiction writing more effectively?" 
In the development ofthis project, every effort was exerted to explain the decisions 
made as thoroughly as possible. In writing my review, I understood that it was crucial to 
"delineate and substantiate critical choices made while conducting the synthesis" (Suri, 2002, 
p. 9) so that readers can decide whether my findings need to be adapted to fit their 
circumstances. Transparency in a qualitative study, Suri observes, "improves transferability" 
(Suri, p. 9). 
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Summary of Research Procedures 
Because the interpretive review necessitates immersion in, and assessment of, 
relevant primary research, it is an ideal method to address the problem of my students' poor 
nonfiction writing. By synthesizing exemplary primary studies, I was able to take stock of 
what is known about nurturing children's development as writers generally - and nonfiction 
writers specifically. This methodology allows me to interpret- or carefully weigh - the 
advice offered by expert primary researchers with respect to my own context and perspective. 
The product that results from the study should prove useful in a couple of ways. First, the 
extensive reading, reflection, and writing required by the interpretive review most assuredly 
has helped me to tackle the problem that instigated this inquiry. After such intensive and 
prolonged professional development, I am able to offer students improved writing 
instruction. Additionally, the completed review is a succinct resource for busy colleagues 
with their own questions about teaching nonfiction writing. 
Suri (2002) developed the framework for Methodologically Inclusive Research 
Synthesis (MIRS) to facilitate the inclusion of qualitative studies in research syntheses, while 
still maintaining "the canons of rigor: clarity, explicitness, and openness" (Suri, p. 6). Suri 
(2002) identifies six "decision points" or phases in the course of the synthesis of qualitative 
studies. Transparency about the decisions made at each of these critical junctures in a study, 
helps the researcher to consider the personal biases that may be impacting her inquiry's 
results. Additionally, transparency helps the reader to evaluate the study's trustworthiness, 
as well as the extent to which its findings are applicable to her own circumstances (Suri, 
2002, p. 7). 
During the first phase of the framework - framing purpose and orientation - the 
following factors require careful consideration: (1) the study' s stakeholders and ethical 
considerations, (2) the perceived nature of the field nonfiction writing instruction, (3) the 
study's intended audience and usefulness, and (4) the study ' s pragmatic constraints (Suri, 
2004, p . 6). 
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1. Students, intermediate teachers, and the authors of the primary studies earmarked 
for examination were identified as stakeholders in this study. Both the practical and ethical 
ways that the proposed research might impact these groups was assessed. Stakeholders' 
inadvertent influence on the planned research was also taken into account. I recognized that 
without conscientious attention to honesty, one group of stakeholders - other teachers- had 
the capacity to affect what would be reported. 
2. An incomplete understanding of the instructional practices that nurture effective 
nonfiction writing provided the impetus for this inquiry. In part because of this lack of 
professional efficacy, nonfiction had become a neglected genre in my classroom. The 
volume of published professional material dedicated to nonfiction writing is relatively small 
in comparison to other genres. Intensive study of nonfiction writing instruction is a worthy 
pursuit; the genre is generally not well understood. 
3. The study's target audience is the subset of intermediate teachers seeking a better 
grasp of expository writing instruction. The study is intended to provide these practitioners 
with a concise resource that will inform their classroom practice. 
4. Reconciling pragmatic constraints is also an important step during the initial phase 
of research synthesis. I perceive that an exhaustive search of the literature relevant to the 
topic is not possible in the context of this study.. I recognize the personal importance of 
completing the study by the middle of February 2008 . And I am satisfied that I have 
adequate access to the expertise necessary to complete the study. 
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During the second phase of the MIRS framework, the researcher sets forth the criteria 
used to select the primary studies central to the synthesis. Knowing that an exhaustive 
examination of pertinent literature was not possible at this time, I elected to solicit only the 
advice of renowned experts in the field of writing instruction. With help, I chose to pursue 
the scholarship of Graves, Calkins, Atwell, Routman, Harvey, Fletcher, and Harste. 
Individual works were selected because they: (1) provided comprehensive advice to writing 
teachers, (2) provided specific suggestions to teachers of nonfiction writing, or (3) imparted 
an author ' s perspective on the nurturing of effective writing. 
"Distilling the information" (Suri, 2002, p. 8) from the selected studies is the next 
phase Suri identifies in the MIRS framework. Active reading and an assiduous focus on the 
questions guiding this project were used to extract from the literature those practices that 
support nonfiction writing. Following the reading of a selected chapter, a brief annotation 
summarizing and critiquing the particular author's advice was written. In an effort to ensure 
that each of the scholar's ideas received adequate representation in the study' s final product, 
an interpretive review synthesizing the advice of each was prepared. 
After the pertinent advice was extracted from the selected studies, the suggestions of 
the experts were integrated in a comprehensive interpretive review; Suri calls this phase 
"constructing connected understandings" (Suri, 2002, p. 8). When authors interpret a key 
word used to describe an instructional practice differently (e.g. "response"), my narrative 
reflects these differences in opinion. My own assessments of the experts' advice is 
intertwined with the synthesis. 
31 
Next, the MIRS framework required me to consider sharing the completed review 
with my selected audience: teachers with questions about youngsters' informational writing. 
My goal was to produce a useful, readable document. Through discussions with my school's 
principal and the district's literacy support teacher, suitable means of disseminating the 
study's results were determined. 
During the final phase of the framework, Suri urges the research synthesist to 
evaluate her work (Suri, 2002, p. 8). I reviewed whether my methods were congruent with 
my avowed purpose. Because results are influenced by methods chosen, keeping them 
aligned with the overriding purpose of the review was crucial. In every decision made during 
the study, transparency was vital. Again, transparency will permit the reader to assess the 
wisdom of my decisions and the transferability of the ideas expressed in the review. 
INTERPRETIVE LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this review of literature, I explored eminent scholars' writing instruction research. 
The scholarship of Calkins (1986), Atwell (1998), Graves (1989; 1994), Harvey (1998), 
Routman (2005), Fletcher (1993 ), and Short and Harste (1996) form the basis of this 
analysis. Throughout the examination of these important works, I focused on the questions 
that guide this inquiry: (1) How can teachers help students to write effectively? (2) How can 
teachers help children to write nonfiction effectively? (3) How can teachers help pupils to 
write nonfiction "that [carries] with [it] the sense that someone has actually written [it]? Not 
a committee, not a computer: a single human being" (Fletcher, 1993, p. 68). The selected 
experts' research has been synthesized in my effort to answer the questions posed. 
Throughout this review, each of the "best practices" drawn from the literature is discussed -
sometimes from several vantage points on those occasions when scholars ' perspectives 
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differ. Ultimately, the collective wisdom ofthe authorities is intended to inform practice in 
the writers ' workshop. 
Although my goal is to improve students' writing by aligning instructional practices 
with those advanced by selected experts, it is worth noting that the quality of students ' 
writing is not entirely dependent upon their teachers. Logically - even if the teacher is 
Nancie Atwell or Donald Graves, himself - the excellence or mediocrity of a composition is 
affected by factors that reside within young authors themselves, well beyond the sway of 
classroom practitioners. As Spivey and King indicate in their study of students ' report 
writing, the quality of a child' s writing is influenced by his age and his reading ability 
(Spivey & King, 1989, pp. 18-22). Their findings indicate that, in general, "older students 
produce texts with more content . .. [and] the most important information" (Spivey & King, 
p. 18). 
My study took just over a year to conduct. As expected, immersion in experts' advice 
throughout this period enriched my understanding of the practices that constitute quality 
writing instruction. When a new school year began, the gentle challenge implicit in 
Angelou's aphorism, "You did what you knew how to do, and when you knew better, you 
did better" (Angelou, n.d .) goaded me to implement some of this newly acquired knowledge 
in my writers' workshop. To do otherwise seemed wrong. Consequently, as the study 
progressed and I tried new instructional methods, my reflections on the exemplary practices 
promoted in the literature deepened. My assessment of several practices -most notably the 
notion of "choice" - evolved over the course of the project. Changes in my views are 
evidenced in anecdotes and commentary. 
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Once I had completed an annotated bibliography and an interpretive narrative 
synthesis for each of the expert primary researchers, an overall synthesis of findings 
commenced. For the sake of clarity, a number of instructional practices included in my 
syntheses of individual researchers were subsumed under broader thematic umbrellas in the 
final review. For example, my synthesis of Calkins ' (1994) work signalled her contention 
that teachers ought to "draw mini-lessons from a range of topics" and "confer with writers 
beyond the content of their writing." Later, I recognized that both of these instructional 
practices essentially address the broader need for teachers to "respond" to children's writing. 
Although I intended to list instructional practices in an order indicative of their 
relative emphasis in the literature, this has proven more difficult - and somewhat less useful 
- than I expected. Determining whether, for example, "teaching writing process skills" or 
"providing time and structure for writing" should receive "top billing" seems absurd. If 
either of these practices is overlooked, the result the same: children are unlikely to learn to 
write effectively. Even instructional practices mentioned by only a single author can prove 
vital to the success ofthe writers' workshop. Calkins (1994), for example, notes the 
importance of promoting students ' workshop independence early in the school year. When 
children cannot proceed with considerable self-reliance, the teacher' s ability to respond 
thoughtfully to developing texts is sorely compromised. And consequently students' growth 
in writing is hampered. So, although instructional practices mentioned frequently in the 
literature do appear relatively earlier in the review than those referred to less often, the actual 
sequence of"best practices" is offered somewhat hesitantly. 
Instructional Practices to Foster Effective Student Writing 
In this review, comprehensive instructional practices recommended by the selected 
primary researchers - as well as more focused teacher actions encompassed by each broad 
instructional practice- are discussed. Following a discussion ofresearchers ' views of 
particular instructional practices, reflection - in light of my own classroom experience -
occurs. Pseudonyms for students are used in all anecdotes. 
Provide Direct Instruction in Writing Process Skills 
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While revisiting Calkins ' (1986) seminal work The Art ofTeaching Writing I was 
impressed by the incredible strides that have been made in improving writing instruction 
during the last twenty years . Calkins writes, "When I went to school, writing was rarely 
taught; rather it was assigned and then corrected" (Calkins, 1986, p. 13). Having been 
schooled in the same era as Calkins, I recognized my own experience in her words . One 
particularly illustrative incident is etched in my mind. Mid-year in Grade 5, our class 
received news that the teacher from across the hall would be coming in to teach us creative 
writing. Most of the writing that we had done to that point had been in the form of sentences 
and short answers to reading questions. Our interest was piqued. When the creative writing 
teacher arrived, she positioned herself at the front of the room and, with no further ado, 
announced that we were to write something. That was the sum total of her instruction. 
Confronted by a sea of anxious hands, Mrs. D. allowed that our topics could be about school 
and could take the form of a story or a poem. With this new information, and many sidelong 
glances at each other, we dutifully began to write. Trying to oblige, I distinctly remember 
the first two lines of my effort: "Happiness is going to school; Happiness is playing in my 
pool." The sing-song pattern continued. Being an avid reader; I knew my poem sounded 
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trite, just as I knew I had no pool. I simply did not know how to go about producing 
something better. My cheeks burned with embarrassment the following day when Mrs. D. 
read aloud all of my stale couplets. At ten, I knew how ludicrous it was for my work to be 
lauded as a model to which others could aspire. The snickers my classmates hid behind their 
palms confirmed that they also recognized this. Mrs. D. gave no indication about what she 
considered the hallmarks of good writing; she did not write while we wrote; she did not move 
among us offering encouragement or suggestions. After one further fruitless attempt to 
squeeze something creative from us, the experiment ended. Mrs. D. no longer ventured 
across the hall and our former pattern of writing sentences and short answers resumed. 
The preceding anecdote is certainly not offered as an indictment of Mrs. D.'s 
teaching. Her methods were a product of the times; most teachers knew little about 
delivering writing instruction. Happily, Calkins (1986), Graves (1983), and Atwell's (1990) 
early work supported Zinsser's contention that "writing is a craft, not an art" (Zinsser, 1976, 
p. 4)- and as such it can be taught. 
Routman is adamant that the "optimal learning model" or "gradual handover of 
responsibility" (Routman, 2005, p. 11) is the most effective means of teaching our students 
the author's craft. Using the optimal learning model for writing instruction, the teacher first 
demonstrates a particular skill and the students watch. Next, teacher and students collaborate 
on a piece of shared writing. Finally, the writing is handed over to students for independent 
practice. Routman confides that most times when she has felt that a lesson was not 
successful, it has been because she has not closely adhered to this model (Routman, p. 71 ). 
When the question, "What processes do writers use?" (Calkins, 1986, p. 14) was 
investigated, Calkins identified "rehearsal, drafting, revision, editing, and publishing" (p. 17). 
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Writers ' workshops became the venues where these writing processes were taught explicitly. 
A description of each of the processes follows . 
Rehearsal 
In the context of the writers ' workshop, students watch while teachers demonstrate 
how writers mine their experiences in order to identify promising writing topics. Graves 
demonstrates this "reading the world" (Graves, 1994, p. 55) by musing aloud about possible 
topics from his recent experience. He not only tells students what events have occurred, he 
also reflects orally upon these events (Graves, p. 55). Short and Harste (1996) emphasize the 
importance of drawing youngsters' attention to "the everyday, rather than the "big" events 
that children often think should be the focus of writing" (Short & Harste, p. 91). Students 
need help recognizing that the small details of life such as "playing with the cat, taking a 
walk in the early morning, memories of the first day of school, wondering why coyotes howl, 
and spending time with friends" (Short & Harste, p. 91) make excellent fodder for writing. 
Following their teacher's demonstration of the process of rehearsal, students prepare 
for writing by brainstorming responses to open-ended queries such as, "What are the things 
you know and care about?" (Calkins, p. 5) Short and Harste note that talk is a powerful pre-
writing strategy because it allows youngsters to tap into a powerful resource: the experiences 
and knowledge of their classmates (Short & Harste, 1996, p. 91 ). Youngsters are often 
prompted to consider topics that might have escaped them, had piggybacking on others' ideas 
not been possible. This synergy is particularly apparent when students are writing personal 
narratives. Short and Harste report witnessing an instance where a single "broken arm story 
generated all kinds of broken bone stories" (Short & Harste, p. 87). I have seen children 
respond similarly when "pet stories" or "secrets" are shared. After children have listened 
raptly as their peers rehearse possible texts by sharing their most harrowing adventures and 
most hilarious escapades, drafting ensues - with most children eager to capture their 
expenences on paper. 
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Those reluctant writers, who remain uninspired despite having heard the varied topics 
of their classmates, generally just require the teacher's gentle nudging during brief, informal 
conferences. Teachers' knowledge of children's outside interests is invaluable in helping 
them become "unstuck." Comments as simple as, "Weren't you telling me that you just 
joined Cadets?" or "Didn't you go horseback riding at your grandma's on the weekend?" are 
often sufficient to help young authors recognize the wealth of writing topics their own lives 
offer. 
Rehearsal for Nonfiction Writing 
When preparing to write nonfiction reports, students cannot begin drafting after 
preliminary discussions oftheir topics. Because this sort of writing frequently demands that 
students conduct research, they must become conversant with a number of skills before 
commencing to draft. 
Model stages of inquiry for young writers. To help students follow the steps research 
necessitates, Graves recommends that teachers pursue a study of their own alongside children 
(Graves, 1989). Harvey (1998) heartily supports this recommendation. She says, "If we 
want students to learn, we must show them how" (p. 5). She observes that "for too many 
years, [teachers] simply asked students to perform without showing them how, and then 
expressed disappointment at the less-than-hoped-for results" (Harvey, p. 64). 
Model topic selection. Graves (1989) demonstrates for students his careful 
consideration of topics that hold interest for him and about which he has some burning 
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questions. In Investigate Nonfiction, Graves (1989) models his contemplation of three 
possible broad topics: whales, birds, and cross-country skiing (Graves, 1989, p. 83). After 
selecting whales as his topic, Graves demonstrates how to brainstorm subtopics within this 
subject. After pondering these subtopics, he decides that his informal report will focus upon 
"whale communication" (Graves, p. 87). Following this demonstration of topic selection, 
students use similar procedures to identify and narrow topics that spark their curiosity. Once 
students have identified the question(s) that will guide their nonfiction inquiries, publicizing 
these questions is worthwhile. After hearing a classmate's query, the class can "speculate on 
why [its author] thought it . . . powerful" (Short & Harste, p. 269). This discussion lessens 
the likelihood that kids will select trivial questions for investigation. 
Review nonfiction reading strategies. Next, Graves (1989) shows pupils how to 
gather the resources needed to locate answers to the questions that have been posed. 
Sensibly, Harvey (1998) argues that if students are to use the expository materials they gather 
as springboards for writing, we must teach them nonfiction comprehension strategies. First, 
they need to recognize that nonfiction does not need to be read the same way as fiction. It is 
not imperative to read from cover to cover in order to learn about one's topic. Readers need 
only read pertinent sections of their resources (Routman, 2005, p. 196). To locate these 
portions of their texts, students need familiarity with nonfiction's features . They must 
understand how to use tables of contents, glossaries, indexes, headings, boldface text, 
captions, pictures, and diagrams to facilitate their research (Harvey, 1998, pp. 77). 
Additionally, Harvey urges teachers to draw children's attention to the various common 
structures of nonfiction, such as "cause and effect, problem and solution, question and 
answer, comparison and contrast, description, and sequence" (Harvey, pp. 78-79). When 
children are able to anticipate these typical nonfiction organizational patterns, they have a 
better shot at comprehension. 
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Teach note-taking with exploratory writing "Note-taking," Graves reveals, "is one of 
the most important tools in the student's repertoire" (Graves, 1989, p. 92). Children need to 
witness how only "a few words that stand for a whole idea" (Graves, p. 92) are recorded. 
Plenty of guided practice will be necessary to help students distinguish between interesting 
details that lie outside the confines of their research questions, and vital data that will assist 
them in answering the questions they have posed (Harvey, 1998, pp. 129-136; Graves, pp. 
71-72). Harvey makes the point that children should also be shown how to jot important 
connections that are made while reading (Harvey, 1998, p. 133). She describes various sorts 
of double and triple-column formats that can facilitate effective note-taking. She finds the 
triple column form, with columns headed "Topic," "Details," and "Response," particularly 
useful. Students record the information they gather in the first two columns, and then enter 
their thinking about these data in the final column. 
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Table 1 
Note-Taking Triple Column Format 
Topic Details Response 
Hunt habits of "Still hunting": the polar bear lies How often does the ringed 
polar bears on the ice at the ringed seal's seal need to surface? 
breathing hole 
Hunting habits of Stalking: the polar bear steals up to I cannot quite picture the 
polar bears the aglu, breaks through the thin aglu. 
covering of ice and kills the 
defenceless seal pup 
Fletcher (1993) points out the importance of this sort of exploratory writing. 
Providing extended opportunities for students to pursue exploratory writing through note-
taking, note-making, learning logs and response journals, is necessary, he says, if we expect 
kids to assimilate concepts into their natural language (Fletcher, p. 78). "One reason their 
report writing so often sounds awkwardly formal and pretentious may be that we are rushing 
our students too quickly" (Fletcher, pp. 77 -78) from exploratory writing to formal writing. 
According to Fletcher, when children's informational writing lacks voice, it frequently 
indicates that they do not know enough about their topics (Fletcher, p. 77). Because many 
forms of exploratory writing encourage students to interact with critical information in their 
texts, their convictions are much more likely to surface in subsequent reports. 
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Like Harvey (1998) and Fletcher (1993 ), Calkins also advocates the use of double 
entry journals to assist children with the integration of new learning and personal responses 
(Calkins, 1986, p. 281 ). 
Table 2 
Double Entry Journal Sample 
Note-taking Note-making 
Polar bears have a thick coat of fur. Some I wonder if a polar bear living in the San 
of the hairs are hollow, which helps to keep Diego Zoo is uncomfortable. 
the polar bear warm. 
Provide opportunities to share new learmng. The dull nonfiction writing of my 
students stirred my interest in this topic. Consequently, I read Graves' (1989) description of 
the manner in which he has students use their notes to become confident experts with respect 
to their topics with particular interest. At the conclusion of a note-taking session, Graves 
recommends that students use their notes to relay their research discoveries to partners. 
During later sessions, pupils report their findings to their peers without the benefit of their 
notes. Later, in letters to their parents or classmates - again without reference to notes-
children describe what they have learned about their topics. All of this occurs before 
students have drafted a single word of their reports. The partner-talk and the letter-writing 
are a means of warding off the listless and plagiarized expository writing that I have seen all 
too often. When a student is able to converse comfortably about her topic, her "own voice 
and sense of authority about the subject .. . get into the text" (Graves, 1994, p. 323). Calkins 
reiterates Graves ' point: "The process . .. is one of collecting [information], connecting [with 
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a classmate], and then collecting again; of shifting between learning, teaching [a partner], and 
learning. It is in this way that students develop the expertise from which they will write" 
(Calkins, 1986, p. 284 ). 
During my class' first nonfiction genre study this year, after one note-taking session, I 
had children partner to share their findings. After the next session, students wrote brief 
letters to me exclaiming over facts that had particularly impressed them. Pupils 
demonstrated enthusiasm for both experiences, but for future reference I feel I need to 
provide more specific instructions. Rather than asking youngsters to use the allotted time to 
share new learning with partners, I will likely say, "Share two things that you learned about 
your topic today; then listen while your partner shares. Be able to report to the group your 
partner's findings." Because my directions were too general, some chatty students were able 
to impart a great deal about their topics, while their partners shared little or nothing. 
Additionally, when students are not held accountable for listening to others, their attention 
may wander. When providing letter-writing guidelines, rather than asking pupils to write me 
a letter telling what they have learned so far, I will need to ask that they relate information 
about their topics. Some students, misunderstanding the ambiguous instructions, wrote 
revealing letters about what they had learned to date about nonfiction writing. I did not 
introduce the double or triple-column note-taking form during this initial report-writing 
endeavor. 
When students appreciate that they ought to "sound like themselves when they write" 
(Graves, 1989, p. 79), some will include so much emoting that the reader may be somewhat 
distracted. A few years ago, when one of my students grasped this notion, he began finding 
ways to conclude most of his paragraphs with a corny joke. Although I began to feel like 
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gnashing my teeth toward the end of his lengthy report, this student's writing was improving. 
There would be time enough later on for him to rein in his voice. Fletcher quotes a terrific 
adage: "If something is worth doing, it is worth doing badly" (Fletcher, p. 79). He follows 
up by remarking, "It seems ... vastly more important that a student try a new technique in 
[his] writing, and use it imperfectly, than never try the technique at all" (Fletcher, p. 79). 
Nicely said. 
Drafting 
Graves' response to the interview query, "If you had to choose one thing teachers 
should do when teaching writing, what would it be?" was decisive: "Write yourself' (Graves, 
n.d.). Graves; Routman (2005); Atwell (1998); Calkins (1994); and Fletcher (1993) concur 
that to apprentice young writers, teachers must also be writers. Graves quips, "You can' t ask 
someone to sing a duet with you until you know the tune yourself' (Graves, n.d.). 
I smugly expected to find my own practice glowingly described in the experts' discussion of 
drafting. After all, I do write. To stimulate student writing I have shared plenty of drafts 
about my most memorable experiences. But actually, this is not the sort of writing the 
experts intend when they advise teachers to share their writing with youngsters. They are not 
advocating for teachers to arrive in their classrooms with polished pieces that do little to 
make transparent the actual writing process. 
Routman (2005); Graves (1989 & 1994); Harvey (1998); Calkins (1994); Atwell 
(1998); and Fletcher (1993) urge teachers to draft in front of students and simultaneously 
think aloud about their developing texts. Children need to see the recursive nature of writing 
and witness the sorts of decisions that writers make in order to communicate in a coherent 
and interesting manner. They need to see words added and rearranged for clarification and 
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deleted because they do nothing to advance the central meaning of a piece. They need to see 
us reread our writing as we draft, continuously gauging our satisfaction with the emerging 
text. For me, the prospect of drafting in front of an audience is a little nerve-wracking, as my 
process is so painstakingly slow. Routman points out though, that children need to see that 
effective writing is a reflective, rigorous process (Routman, p. 43). For most writers, a fine 
piece of text does not materialize without considerable effort; writing is hard work. 
In the gradual release of responsibility model, shared writing is often used to facilitate 
the transition from teacher demonstration to independent student drafting. During shared 
writing sessions, the teacher does the actual transcribing, but the content of the writing is 
developed collaboratively with kids (Routman, 2005 , pp. 83-118). Although students are 
often able to proceed quickly from demonstration to independent practice when personal 
stories are written, shared writing seems an important intermediary step when the more 
complex expository writing is investigated. Routman makes clear that the school day is rife 
with opportunities for shared informational writing. She recommends that these sessions be 
kept relatively short, so that student interest does not wane. 
Once children have observed their teachers drafting, have perhaps engaged in some 
shared writing experiences, and have selected their own topics for personal narrative 
accounts, they are ready to begin drafting. Although students typically do experience some 
difficulties when writing personal experience stories, most children are able to achieve at 
least some measure of success with this genre. While reflection on the significance of the 
events they describe often proves troubling for intermediate students, and many struggle to 
recognize those portions ofthe text that warrant more detailed description, generally kids are 
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able to sift through their memories and record events in the sequence in which they occurred. 
Very few students are unable to draft at least a rudimentary personal narrative. 
Drafting Nonfiction 
Once the reading of references and note-taking are complete, Harvey (1998) 
maintains that students need to be taught how to organize their notes in preparation for 
writing. She advocates showing them how to use a number of informal outlines, including 
lists and webs (Harvey, 1998). She recognizes that presenting a range of organizational tools 
allows students to select the one that best meets their needs. Harvey discourages the teaching 
of formal outlines, as their complexity frequently diverts students' attention from the more 
important task of making sense of their data (Harvey, 1998). 
After reviewing nonfiction reading strategies, taking notes, and organizing their 
notes, students are prepared to begin drafting their reports. Although substantial preparatory 
work must be done prior to nonfiction drafting, Graves urges teachers to keep "children's 
first formal reports short (Graves, 1989, p. 81). His advice is supported by the observation 
that "when the steps in working with a report fall more closely together, the child can gain an 
overview of the entire process and its application to the next report" (Graves, p. 82). 
Additionally, Graves notes that when our purpose is to help children focus the data they 
collect on the burning questions they initially identified, this can best be accomplished by 
"working with a small amount of material" (Graves, p. 82). That is, we do not want students 
to become so overwhelmed by a glut of information that they lose sight of their original 
quenes. 
Throughout the first term, I have cast off my former reticence about drafting with 
student onlookers; the overhead projector is a regular fixture in most mini-lessons. Atwell's 
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words "we only have to write a little bit better than [pupils] do for them to take something 
away form our demonstrations" (Atwell, 1998, p. 368) provide reassurance as I rummage 
around for the precise words. One of the most instructive -though unintentional - by-
products of these demonstrations has been for students to witness my frequent editing errors 
during drafting. Although I discover some of these mistakes when I pause to reread my 
developing text, more often the waving hands of youngsters alert me to misspellings, 
omissions, and redundancies. My errors illustrate for children that writers - both novice and 
experienced writers - produce flawed texts that demand proofreading. Consequently, 
students accept that editing is an essential phase in the writing process. 
Revising 
Once youngsters have written some text, and once they possess the maturity "to sense 
other options," (Graves, 1994, p. 225) they are ready to practice revision. Graves explains 
that "to revise is to ' resee' , to look at a work, a page, or a text again" (Graves, p. 225). 
Revision entails making significant changes to writing; correcting spelling and punctuation 
does not constitute revision. Replacing words with those deemed more effective, deleting 
unnecessary words, reorganizing compositions, and reworking entire sections of text are all 
examples of revision. By maintaining a continuous dialogue between themselves and their 
emerging text, Calkins (1986) asserts that much revision can be done during drafting. 
Throughout the writing, the author must question whether her meaning will be clear to the 
reader and whether the sound of her words pleases her (Calkins, 1986). Vonnegut' s dry 
commentary on revision certainly convinces authors- young and old - that time spent re-
examining writing is valuable! 
Novelists .. . have, on average, about the same IQs as the cosmetic 
consultants at Bloomingdale' s department store. Our power is patience. We 
have discovered that writing allows even a stupid person to seem halfway 
intelligent, if only that person will write the same thought over and over 
again, improving it just a little bit each time. It is a little like inflating a 
blimp with a bicycle pump. Anybody can do it. All it takes is time. 
(Vonnegut, p. 116, 1984) 
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To become more effective writers, Graves (1994) maintains that children need to be 
shown how to read their work skillfully in order to make improvements. Pupils can begin the 
process of examining their work by stating what their writing is about in a single sentence 
(Graves, 1994 ). Ifthis is impossible, it indicates to the author that the topic requires greater 
focus. Graves insists that a strong piece of writing "can only be about one thing" (Graves, p. 
222). 
Once a piece is focused, children need to be able to judge whether they have shown 
the reader the main idea of the piece, or merely told about it (Graves, 1994). Elaboration is 
indicated when young writers have relied on telling about their story's central idea. Harvey 
(1998) recommends using exemplary nonfiction to underscore the importance of showing 
topics, rather than merely telling about them. The author of the following passage could just 
as easily have told his readers, "The Hood sank in a battle during World War II." Instead he 
shows the reader what happened: "A huge flame shot into the air followed by a great pillar of 
smoke. Then the warship split in two - its bow and stern both pointing into the air before it 
swiftly and soundlessly disappeared beneath the waves" (Ballard, 1991, p. 25). Sharing 
examples of showing found in trade books, and supplying the corresponding telling sentence 
would be a valuable exercise for students. It would impress upon them that writing that 
shows is undeniably more memorable than writing that tells. The ultimate goal of this 
explicit teaching, of course, is to help youngsters recognize during revision those occasions 
when their own writing would benefit from more showing. 
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Harvey states that "the more nonfiction kids read [or hear], the better their nonfiction 
writing" (Harvey, 1998, p. 70). Careful examination of fine nonfiction can be used for many 
purposes other than to help pupils distinguish between showing and telling. For example, 
after examining the leads found in nonfiction trade books and magazines, students can 
appreciate that expository writing need not be the bland, factual stuff traditionally found in 
encyclopedias. Moreover, they are better equipped to accurately judge the quality of their 
own leads. A children's magazine devoted to the topic "Extreme Weather" opens with the 
following quote from an eyewitness: "The wind rushed into the building. In one swift, sharp 
move, the roof was ripped apart, rafters and all, and exploded into the air, disappearing into 
the storm ... Pieces of wood sheared off lampposts and snapped palm trees off like giant 
power saws" ("Hurricanes," 2007). Another magazine about "Muscles," begins this way, 
"Imagine a Halloween skeleton hanging from a string. If you cut the string, the skeleton 
would fall to the ground in a heap. That's exactly what would happen to you if you had no 
muscles" ("A Matter of Muscles," 2007). This quick inspection of children's magazines 
uncovered two effective ways to begin a nonfiction composition: the quotation and the 
startling fact. Both leads capture interest and invite the reader to read more. They 
demonstrate that fine expository writing is imaginative and lively. A chart listing these 
various techniques could be developed to help students write compelling beginnings for their 
own pieces. Reference to the chart during revision, would prove useful to young authors 
deciding whether or not sufficient care had been taken to arouse their readers' curiosity. A 
similar procedure could be used to help youngsters craft effective endings. 
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While pinpointing weak and redundant sentences for deletion may be too demanding 
for many young authors, Graves urges teachers to demonstrate this skill so that children see 
that removing unnecessary words also constitutes revision. 
Editing 
"The purpose of editing is to make the writing seamless for the reader" (Routman, 
2005, p. 230). Indeed, without careful editing, the writer ' s intended message may be lost. 
Editing requires students to proofread their work to correct semantic difficulties, as well as 
surface errors. Semantic problems are indicated when a text fails to flow logically. The 
omission of words and word endings and the inclusion of unnecessary words or phrases are 
examples of semantic problems that many intermediate students are able to fix. Less easily 
detected errors include unclear explanations and descriptions. Errors involving surface 
features, or conventions, include spelling, punctuation, and capitalization mistakes. 
"As students reread their in-process rough drafts .. . they commonly correct many 
surface features of their texts" (Short & Harste, 1996, p. 125). This habit of rereading, 
particularly from the perspective of the reader, can be fostered through explicit instruction 
during mini-lessons. Like all writing instruction, Routman (2005) is clear that editing 
instruction needs to occur within the context of a purposeful, whole text (Routman, p. 120) -
as opposed to a series of disconnected language workbook exercises. A whole piece of 
writing is read, then analyzed and improved, and then reread as a whole text. For example, a 
piece of text containing numerous run-on sentences might be displayed. By reading the piece 
aloud and noting those points where meaning indicates that the reader should stop or pause, 
end punctuation could be added. The value of students rereading their work aloud cannot be 
overemphasized. "Hearing the sound of the text out loud - which is more immediate and 
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concrete than rereading silently - helps [the author] notice missing words, pinpoint 
confusions, and see other changes that need to be made" (Routman, p. 159). By providing 
instruction in this whole-to-part-to-whole manner, Routman contends that students will 
perceive the value ofthe skills studied. For example, children readily appreciate the 
importance of rereading a letter to ensure that the intended meaning is conveyed to a friend, 
or Grandma, or Santa. Checking worksheet exercises for clarity does not present a 
commensurate sense of urgency. 
I love the idea that we are more effective teachers of writing when skills are dealt 
with in the context of a piece of writing. It is liberating to learn that I do not need to feel 
guilty about rarely finding the time to use a class set oflanguage workbooks. Students ' time 
is better spent writing, and then examining the writing that has been generated. 
Publishing 
Short and Harste ' s (1996) claim that "to establish an authoring cycle in the classroom, 
the first thing that is needed is a publishing program," (Short & Harste, p. 132) came as a bit 
of a surprise- likely because in my classroom publication has been neglected. Their 
contention is supported by Routman' s assertion that students ought to engage in plenty of 
writing "for genuine purposes and audiences" (Routman, 2005, p. 159). If pupils are writing 
for a real purpose, then letters need to be mailed, poetry needs to be compiled into a 
classroom anthology, and stories and reports need to entertain and inform readers. Without 
regular publication, children (and teachers) can lose sight of writing' s primary goal: 
communication. 
In recent years, I have only had students publish pieces of their writing about once 
each term. The time-consuming tedium of having students copy or type drafts had convinced 
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me that youngsters' time was better spent proceeding to new topics rather than rewriting 
previous work. In the back of my mind I experienced some misgivings about the wonderful 
work languishing in students' folders- unappreciated by anyone but our class. In fact, if a 
young author was reticent about reading her composition aloud during a share-session, it is 
likely that that piece reached an audience of only one: her teacher. I certainly had not 
recognized "publication [as] clearly one of the most important ... forms of celebrating 
authorship" (Short & Harste, 1996, p. 132). As Short and Harste remark, publication gives 
youngsters a purpose for writing (p. 132). 
Like Short and Harste (1996), Calkins underscores the importance of publishing 
children's work and celebrating their authorship regularly. Scheduled Authors' Days 
encourage children to complete unfinished pieces and confirm their identities as authors 
(Calkins, 1994, p. 267). Admittedly I have been quite skeptical of such festivities in the past, 
regarding them as nothing more than a dreadful waste of valuable curricular time. I stand 
corrected. My students' first Author's Tea in early October was a real eye-opener. Although 
most of the actual writing was far from stellar; what was interesting was the way the students 
carried themselves. A little stage made from several old step-aerobic boxes had been erected 
at the front of the class. The lights were dimmed and the overhead projector put a rather 
blinding spotlight on each of the authors as they read aloud short excerpts from their 
favourite pieces. The school's principal and two support workers sat among other audience 
members. To my mind the whole set-up was rather low-key. However, youngsters' 
perspectives seemed to differ from mine. Many, of their own volition, had taken their pieces 
home to practice. Most remained inside during recess to rehearse with friends; the 
atmosphere in the classroom was one of high-excitement with children alternately smiling 
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widely and wringing their hands nervously. Once the actual sharing began, the audience 
remained both attentive and appreciative. Each author received a minimum of two specific 
compliments about his/her work: "I like how you said the dogs 'bonked' heads; that was a 
funny word" or "I like how you told what kind of birthday cake you had; I could picture it." 
Of course not every compliment necessarily advanced the writing quite so nicely: "I really 
liked it when you shouted the word 'Ouch! "' or "I just liked your whole thing" were among 
the less constructive observations. For the most part, however, youngsters were able to 
comment helpfully on the work of their peers. Young writers glowed with pride. A couple 
of the boys raised their arms like boxing champs as the audience applauded their efforts. 
According to Calkins, "publication matters, and it matters because it inducts us into the 
writerly life. [It] is the beginning, not the culmination ofthe writing process" (Calkins, 1994, 
p. 266). 
Later, when the principal apologized to one of the children for her departure prior to 
his reading at the Tea, he responded cheerfully, "It's OK, Mrs. Fowkes; we' re gonna have 
another one." He is right; we are going to find regular ways to publish and celebrate our 
writing. "Authors' Days .. . provide a chance for new beginnings, for a fresh start with a new 
resolve" (Calkins, 1994, p. 267). 
There is, however, a conundrum associated with the publication. Throughout 
Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers, Short and Harste (1996) refer to the "typist" 
who whips up students ' edited drafts (p. 131 ). They suggest that this typist could either be a 
parent volunteer or the teacher (p. 131 ). At the small inner-city school where I work, it is not 
always possible to find parents with computer skills and the time to commit to a fairly hefty 
undertaking such as this . Although I possess the necessary computer skills, I am not 
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convinced that typing twenty-two drafts is the best use of my time. If the children type their 
own work, there will be plenty of mistakes, regardless of the flawless work of editors. 
Because many parents equate spelling and punctuation errors with poor writing, the 
classroom publication might become a source of embarrassment for students, rather than a 
source of pride. Perhaps because I have easy access to students ' computer files, pupils could 
type their work, and prior to publication I could finalize editing. That might be the most 
workable solution. 
As the school year progresses, my worries associated with publishing are subsiding. 
Children have published their writing about once each month. In accordance with Short and 
Harste's recommendation, students' initial pieces - which described their vital statistics (e.g. 
birthday) as well as their likes and dislikes - were compiled into a laminated classroom book 
entitled "All About Us" (Short & Harste, 1996, pp. 83-84). In October and November, 
personal narrative accounts were shared with a wider audience at the aforementioned 
Author's Tea and on the classroom webpage. Children have elected to assemble their recent 
nonfiction reports in a second classroom publication. 
When I see that most students have a piece ready for publication, I announce that the 
computer lab will be reserved for our use during writing throughout the following week. 
Before the class proceeds to the lab, pupils are prompted to attend closely to the changes 
indicated by their editors. As well, experience has proven that children need to be reminded 
that neither sweeping nor minor revisions are appropriate during the publication phase of the 
writing process. Generally, publishing takes students two or three periods to complete. The 
enthusiasm for writing that published pieces generate convinces me that this is time well 
spent. Published collections of students' work are among the most sought-after volumes 
during silent reading. Additionally, while young writers type, I discover that I am afforded 
an excellent opportunity to conduct editing conferences with needy students. 
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Some children's typed work, as predicted, is plagued by editing errors - despite the 
diligent work of their editors. As discussed, because the general public does not necessarily 
understand the complexities of the writing process, it is important that published writing be 
virtually error-free. Consequently, when a student announces that her typing is complete, I 
scroll through her work and make minor fix-ups before granting the author permission to 
print. In the past when a pupil indicated that she had finished typing, I stood behind her at 
the computer screen and talked her through her corrections like a frenzied air-traffic 
controller: "Put another space after that period." "Remember the question mark has to be 
inside the quotation marks." "Why is this print red? Highlight that part. Hold your left 
mouse button down." The process was slow and frustrating; and little student-learning 
occurred. Having adults make final corrections seems a more efficient practice. Because of 
the needs in my classroom, I have the help of up to three support workers during writers' 
workshop; their assistance with final editing has proven invaluable. 
Complete First Authoring Cycle Quickly 
At the outset of the school year, Short and Harste ( 1996) recommend that students 
complete their initial authoring cycle quite quickly. They need to see that when a piece of 
text is taken through the phases in the cycle, writers have typically gathered ideas, drafted, 
shared, revised, edited, and published. Short and Harste ( 1996) suggest that "Getting to 
Know You" interviews are one quick, purposeful way for children to gain exposure to each 
of these writing process activities (Short & Harste, pp. 83-84). Students take notes while 
they interview classmates about their vital statistics (e.g., eye color) and various preferences 
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(e.g., favourite book). Notes are expanded into paragraphs; paragraphs are shared with a 
small group of listeners who will advise the writer whether the writing makes sense and is 
interesting. After making minor revisions, students proofread their work and submit it to 
classroom editors. After editing, paragraphs are handwritten or typed. Photos of 
interviewees are pasted with final copies; finished products are displayed on a classroom 
bulletin board or compiled in an "All About Us" book that can be placed in the classroom 
library. In short order, children gain familiarity with the tasks that will absorb them every 
day in writers ' workshop for the remainder of the school year. What practical advice! At the 
beginning of the school year, lengthy assignments impede students from developing a 
comprehensive grasp of the writing process. That is, by the time many students are ready to 
publish, earlier stages in the cycle may well have been forgotten. 
Short and Harste' s ( 1996) idea successfully familiarized my students with the phases 
of the writing process. The book children produced has been read and reread throughout the 
first term. 
Provide Time and Structure 
Provide Time for Sustained Writing 
In order for children to develop competency in writing - whether this writing is 
nonfiction, fiction, or poetry - significant time must be devoted to the endeavour (Calkins, 
1986; Graves, 1994; Harvey, 1998; Routman, 2005, Atwell, 1998). Graves (1994) is 
emphatic that students must write "at least four days out of five, and for a period of thirty-
five to forty minutes" (Graves, 1994, p. 1 04). Calkins states that "it is almost impossible to 
create an effective writing workshop if students only write once or twice a week" (Calkins, p. 
25). In a lovely metaphor, she likens writing to running: "If we jog only once a week, it is 
hard to break the inertia brought on by six days of not jogging. But if we jog every day, it 
becomes easier, we get into the rhythm, we find our stride" (Calkins, p. 25). 
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Graves (1994) also recommends that teachers schedule writing to occur at the same 
time each day (Graves, p. 120). By establishing a dependable schedule, Graves (1994) and 
Atwell (1990) assert that students are encouraged to think about their writing outside of the 
writers' workshop. Certain that they will be given the opportunity to write, children plan 
ways of resolving difficulties they have encountered with drafts in-progress. Outside school, 
they search their worlds with writers' eyes, always on the lookout for new topics. 
The reading I have done this past year convinced me to schedule daily hour-long 
blocks for writers' workshop. This new schedule has proven demanding, engrossing, and 
rewarding; my actions feel more purposeful, my footing more sure than ever before. 
Staying abreast of conferences with writers has been the most challenging aspect of 
scheduling daily writing. My original plan was to follow a tip offered by Routman: "If you 
average just two conferences each day during daily writing workshop and three conferences 
during whole-class share, that's twenty-five conferences a week; you will have met with 
almost every student" (Routman, 2005, p. 215). Her advice sounded manageable-
especially since on this blessed year I had only twenty-two students in my class. I quickly 
discovered, however, that providing constructive advice after skimming a text- during a 
necessarily brief classroom conference- is incredibly tough. And offering pithy tips after 
public conferences that occur during sharing is harder still. Many times I am scarcely able to 
grasp the gist of the piece as it is read aloud; offering helpful commentary in such instances 
is near impossible. 
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In September, when daily writing was a brand new experience for children, I sensed 
that my young writers needed daily support. Many were anxious about committing words to 
paper. Although I referred to students as "authors" during writers' workshop, many children 
remained unconvinced of the legitimacy of this title. Their fragility played out in their 
words: "My dad says my spelling is really bad." "I don't know if this is any good." "I don't 
know what else I can write about this." Routrnan (2005) speaks of the transforrnative power 
of kindness; and it seemed that my students required a daily dose of gentle nurturing to grow 
as writers. If thoughts like, "She seems to see something good in my writing; maybe I'm not 
such a terrible writer after all," (Routrnan, p. 80) were to take hold, I felt I had to find a 
means of connecting with each youngster every day. 
In order to sustain a productive daily writers' workshop, I felt certain I had to respond 
to children's unease; their confidence as authors needed nurturing. I modified a method of 
"conferring" used in previous years. Each night, I take students' folders horne, read their 
work, and write short notes on large, ruled Post-its. Generally, the notes offer 
encouragement, ask questions, or make specific suggestions to improve the writing. The 
following day at school, the sticky-notes streamline brief one-on-one exchanges with selected 
students. At horne, away from the interruptions that inevitably surface in the classroom, I am 
able to judiciously weigh the feedback most appropriate for a given writer. Without time to 
quietly reflect on pupils' work, I am apt to neglect critical teaching points. Mini-lessons 
arising from the needs perceived in children's writing can only occur when I have a chance to 
consider carefully the work they have done. 
The sticky-note conferences seem a proactive means of maintaining a productive 
workshop. I am able to notice quickly when a child is struggling and provide immediate 
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support. Last year, I guffawed when I read Routman's anecdote describing an interaction she 
had had with a reluctant writer: 
Wade brought his paper up to me before he said, "I've only written a little." 
He had written one sentence, crossed it out and written it again. "Oh, that's 
fine," I said. "I can't wait to hear the start of your story." Those 
encouraging words prompted Wade to volunteer when I asked who would 
like to share, and I was able to build on what he had started so he could 
write more fluently the next day. (Routman, 2005 , p. 29) 
Routman focused on what the student had accomplished; she did not scold him for using his 
time unwisely. I was skeptical that this tactic would motivate my hesitant writers. However, 
as I leafed through youngsters' folders in my kitchen one evening, I noticed that one of my 
most reticent writers had only managed to write a title at the top of his page: "My Birthday." 
Remembering Routman' s recommendation that teachers should strive to "see [students '] 
brilliance" (Routman, p. 29), I grabbed a sticky note and wrote, "What a great title! I am 
excited to hear what happened on your birthday." The next morning, the boy smiled as he 
read my remarks, then picked up his pencil and began to write. He composed about eight 
lines that day: something of a milestone for him. Without the daily connection that the 
written notes allow, it is entirely possible that this young writer might have sat for one or 
even two more days feeling frustrated and demoralized. 
Keeping close tabs on students ' progress has proven beneficial. Assessment for 
learning happens daily; students ' progress, I think, is enhanced. The only drawback of the 
sticky-notes is that the process of responding in writing is time-consuming. To date, it takes 
me about two hours each evening to read and comment on children's writing. With practice, 
however, I anticipate becoming a more efficient reviewer: the strengths and weaknesses of 
students' writing will become more readily apparent; less time will be spent mulling over the 
most apposite advice to give youngsters. There is no doubt that if children are to become 
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more effective writers, writing must occur for about an hour four or five times a week. 
However, to instill positive feelings about writing in their students, teachers may need to 
devise some means of reaching each writer every day. Moreover, the method selected may 
well consume a considerable chunk of teacher preparation time. 
Becoming a better listener during one-on-one and public conferences remains one of 
my goals. Conferring effectively "on the spot" will reduce the time I spend poring over 
children's work each evening. However, midway through In the Middle, Atwell provides a 
possible explanation for the difficulty I've experienced conducting conferences: the age of 
my students. I took some pleasure in discovering that Atwell, herself, addresses the problem 
in a manner not unlike the one I have fashioned. She writes: 
Some pieces of student writing are too long to listen to or read during class, 
especially in the upper elementary ... grades, as students begin to write 
extended prose. Ask the writer if you may take the draft home. Read it and 
jot down questions or suggestions on a Post-it. Return the writing to the 
writer in class the next day and confer about your response. (Atwell, 1998, 
p. 225) 
Atwell notes, as well, that when writing is a standard feature of the timetable, 
teachers are able to deliver many mini-lessons over the course of the school year, thus 
increasing students' store of knowledge about writing (Atwell, 1998, p. 93). How true! 
Because there are daily opportunities to discuss how to maneuver writing's content and 
conventions effectively, I hear students saying things I have not heard previous students say. 
I see students deliberately experimenting with language in ways I have not seen before. 
Although much of the student writing that passes before me remains weak when scored 
against B.C.'s Writing Performance Standards, I can nevertheless detect real improvements 
pupils' work. 
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During one mini-lesson on the selection of titles, I challenged students by citing one 
of Murray's assertions. He contends that to hit upon a compelling title, "writers [ought] to 
try for fifty" (Atwell, 1998, p. 164) brainstormed possibilities. Because my nonfiction report 
dealt with the hunting habits of polar bears, I asked students to help me list at least ten titles 
that would capture the interest of my readers. Early in the brainstorming, one child 
suggested that an apt title might be "White Death." I agreed that this title was certainly 
intriguing, but worried that it provided the reader with no clues about the actual content of 
the report. I added a colon, followed by the words "the Polar Bear as Hunter" after the 
student's suggestion. Further suggestions came in a rush as students piggybacked on each 
other' s ideas. Subsequent submissions generally had two parts: an attention-grabber 
followed by a colon and an explanatory phrase. In context and incidentally, students learned 
the name of a punctuation mark, as well as its function. The "colon" - a convention to which 
past classes have been oblivious - is now used routinely during title selection. 
As I perused pupils ' personal memoirs one evening, I was struck by how uniformly 
boring they were. Although many of the chosen topics held promise, students often provided 
only a stark narration of events, with none of the narrator ' s reflections upon these events. 
During the following day ' s mini-lesson, I followed Atwell's advice by asking "students to 
put a dot at the points in their drafts where they (thought] the reader [needed] to know what 
the ... narrator [was] thinking and feeling, then go back and add their reflections" (Atwell, 
1998, p. 166). I called these reflections "internal action." A couple of weeks later, Bob- a 
quiet ten-year-old - demonstrated that the mini-lesson had made a lasting impression. As he 
handed me his draft, he shyly reported, "I put in some internal action." That night I scanned 
his draft eagerly to discover his thoughts about the newborn puppy his family was to bring 
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home in several weeks' time. To my disappointment I found that most of the story was a 
listless description of things said and done. However, buried in the middle ofthe draft were 
two simple sentences that did reveal how Bob felt upon learning the puppy was too young to 
leave its mother: "I got very sad. When my mom said it wasn't time to bring Oddo home ... 
I got mad." A stunning bit of text? Perhaps not. However, Bob ' s quiet admission that he 
intentionally tried to include his thoughts and feelings in his story is significant. During 
other school years, I have had the good fortune to teach avid readers who have intuited that 
good writing should show the narrator's thinking. But, having a weak writer divulge that he 
has deliberately attempted to reveal himself in his composition is a brand new experience. 
Without daily opportunities to learn about effective writing and to practice this art, I am 
doubtful that this would have transpired. 
In previous school years I do not think that I scheduled writing frequently enough for 
children to become more skilled authors. All too often children seemed to leave my 
classroom in June with the same writing weaknesses that they had sported in September. I 
attributed this observation to Atwell's contention that "growth in writing is slow. It seldom 
follows a linear movement, with each piece representing improvement over the last" (Atwell, 
1998, p. 93). However, this school year - with more than half of the year remaining- I have 
observed lasting improvement in the work of several students. Earlier in the year, one young 
author conscientiously composed lengthy drafts, but rarely used periods. Today, regardless 
of the subject studied, she makes a concerted effort to write in sentences. This change was 
neither instantaneous nor magical. Instead, it is the result of mini-lessons, conferences, and 
countless reminders about the writing habits of mature writers. During several mini-lessons, 
paragraphs without periods were displayed on the overhead projector. Together, the class 
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edited this work- remarking upon the fact that there is sometimes more than one way to 
punctuate a piece correctly. Many children, I think, felt inspired to master period placement 
when I shared with them Graves' view that the period is likely the most persnickety of all 
punctuation marks (Graves, 1994, pp. 20 1-202). Later in the year, while pupils typed their 
stories in the computer lab, I conducted a one-on-one conference with this student at one of 
the tables in the center of the lab. Together as we read through her draft she added periods 
where she thought they belonged. It turned out that she actually had a very good sense of 
where one sentence ended and another began. She worked through the draft quickly and left 
the conference smiling. Many times, both before and after this conference, students have 
heard me echo Atwell's sentiments about conventions: 
It is reasonable and realistic for student writers to attend as they compose, to 
develop the habits of real writers. Adults do not go back when we've 
finished drafting and put in the periods; adults do use what we know of 
conventions to give our drafts voice and meaning. (Atwell, 1998, p. 250) 
Last week as I was reading a letter this particular student had written to me during reading 
workshop, I noted with satisfaction her inclusion of periods at the end of most sentences. 
This is but a single example of how combined, frequent experiences with language can 
impact the quality of writing that students are able to produce. 
Watch for Writing Opportunities Outside Writers' Workshop 
If educators are earnestly striving to improve the quality of students' writing, 
Routman (2005) is adamant that writing must occur daily across the curriculum. Throughout 
Writing Essentials, Routman demonstrates that writing opportunities abound in all subject 
areas and in the regular course of events in schools. 
Routman's work has had the effect of sensitizing me to the many occasions that can 
inspire writing. Whereas, I was formerly particularly hard-pressed to conjure up ideas for 
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shared writing, recently I was able to identify several excellent opportunities for 
collaboration with my class. After a mishap on his bike, one of my students had surgery on 
his knee, and was unable to attend school for fear of reopening his wound. His classmates 
were extremely motivated to write a letter wishing him a speedy recovery. This was 
purposeful writing for a real audience. 
Another opportunity for shared writing presented itself when a change to a long-
standing practice was implemented in my school. Whereas the traditional practice during the 
lunch hour has been for students to eat first, and then go outside to play, a decision has been 
made to reverse this policy. After reading a study suggesting that student learning and 
behaviour are positively impacted when exercise precedes eating, the staff agreed that a 
change to existing practice was worthwhile on a trial basis. The new lunch hour had my 
students up in arms. After listening to them grumble for several days, I urged that they 
persevere and maintain a positive attitude for another week. If at that time they were able to 
cite valid reasons for their dissatisfaction, I suggested that together we could draft a letter 
explaining their views to the school's staff. With no prompting, a couple of student leaders 
began to gather a list of children's concerns. A few days elapsed and children' s enthusiasm 
for activism fizzled as they became accustomed to the new routine. Nevertheless, the 
experience demonstrated - to me at least - that students' sincere grievances can productively 
be addressed through writing. 
In September, after plenty of discussion of the four key terms in the school's mission 
statement (i .e. respectful, responsible, learning, and caring) my students and I drafted a set of 
classroom rules. On an overhead transparency the critical actions of students who are 
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demonstrating respectful, responsible, learning, and caring behaviour were identified. 
Subsequently, this shared writing was copied onto chart paper and into children's notebooks. 
Without the benefit of my immersion in professional reading, these terrific writing 
opportunities likely would have gone unnoticed. Providing daily writing experiences is not 
only indispensable to effective writing instruction, if teachers are attentive to those situations 
that invite writing, it is also doable. 
Establish a Predictable Pattern for Workshop Sessions 
Graves (1994) stresses that to encourage students to write well, teachers must supply 
them with a predictable environment. As discussed, writing needs to be scheduled to occur 
at the same time each day at least four days a week. The writers' workshop itself should 
follow a pattern that includes a mini-lesson, time for sustained writing, and a whole-class 
share. Routman (2005) reminds those of us who may be tempted to allow our mini-lessons 
to become maxi-lessons, that if our students "are to become excellent writers, they have to 
spend most of a writing lesson composing continuous text, not participating in lessons and 
activities about writing" (Routman, p. 75). While they write, Graves says that the pupils 
should sense teachers' "listening presence" (Graves, 1994. p. 11) as we circulate and conduct 
conferences. 
Like Graves (1994), Calkins notes that without considerable vigilance, the school day 
can become punctuated by a series of well-intentioned interruptions that effectually destroy 
the flow of the workshop (Calkins, 1994, p. 186). I whole-heartedly agree; sometimes in our 
enthusiasm to support worthy causes, valuable learning time is pre-empted. In the languor of 
summer I promise myself that during the upcoming school year I will not be duped into 
squandering precious class time on an endless string of laudable causes. However, in 
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September when worthy intrusions present themselves, it is more difficult to maintain this 
focus. Should I refuse having my students participate in the annual Terry Fox Walk? Should 
I merely send home the fire prevention booklet and neglect delivery ofthe safety lesson 
accompanying the pamphlet? When the local high school band comes to perform, is it 
advisable for me to keep my students with their noses to the grindstone? These are 
contentious questions. Perhaps Calkins would take some satisfaction in knowing that - at the 
very least- her outlook compels me to make choices more mindfully than I did in the past. 
Establish Writers' Workshop Expectations 
In order for writing classes to function efficiently, expectations need to be well-
established (Graves, 1994). Children need to know how to solve many ofthe problems that 
they encounter independently. Upon reading Calkins' statement, "Our first goal is not for 
[children] to write well but for them to write independently, moving fluently through the 
process of writing" (Calkins, 1994, p. 351) my jaw dropped. I read the sentence again and 
again to make sure I understood it. She was suggesting that rather than addressing some of 
the numerous weaknesses students' writing demonstrates in September, I ought to focus on 
the development of independent writers. Not good writers, but independent writers. 
Recalling occasions in the writers' workshop when I had felt like an overwhelmed magnet 
surrounded by relentless student iron filings, Calkins' advice was intriguing. To nurture 
children's independence, she maintains that mini-lessons underscoring the following tenets 
ofthe writer's workshop need to be delivered. (1) Writers' workshop will occur daily, so 
students can constantly be rehearsing writing and contemplating ways to solve problems they 
encounter. (2) Writers' supplies are stored in an easily accessible location in the classroom. 
(3) Students have the freedom to choose their own topics; they are not reliant on the teacher's 
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latest brainwave to motivate their writing. ( 4) Invented spellings of unfamiliar words are 
perfectly acceptable in drafts. Spelling is important, but can be dealt with during editing. (5) 
When one piece has been completed to the satisfaction of the writer, she is to move fluidly to 
her next. Waiting for instructions from the teacher is unnecessary. 
Atwell, too, (1998) recommends procedural mini-lessons at the outset of the school year 
to familiarize students with the remarkably simple and practical expectations governing her 
writing workshop (Atwell, pp. 115-116). 
1. Students are to date their work, write on only one side of their paper, and double-
space in order to facilitate revising and editing. 
2. Drafts, notes, and the final copies are to be clipped together after a piece is finished . 
3. Even during drafting, students are to attend to the conventions of the language. 
Although Atwell does not intend for correct spelling, punctuation, and capitalization 
to become so burdensome that young writers are brought to a standstill, neither does 
she hold that these aspects of language should be considered superfluous during the 
initial phase of the writing process. 
4. When youngsters are ready to edit their work, Atwell requires that changes be made 
in coloured ink. 
5. Because writing is thinking, Atwell insists that the workshop remain quiet. She uses 
an exquisite quote from Kafka to underscore the importance of silence for authors: 
"One can never be alone enough when one writes ... there can never be enough 
silence around when one writes . .. even night is not night enough" (Atwell, p. 143). 
Students are directed to whisper during conferences and to confer only in the corners 
of the room designated for this purpose. 
67 
6. Atwell instructs writers to begin each workshop by rereading their work from the 
. . 
previous sessiOn. 
7. Pupils are encouraged to be prolific. Interestingly, Atwell comments that she "won't 
accept the notion of blocked writers any more than their math teacher would sanction 
blocked mathematicians" (Atwell, p. 111 ). 
8. Finally, regardless ofthe topic or geme students pursue, she urges them to write as 
beautifully as they are able. 
According to Graves, "Writing is a highly idiosyncratic process that varies from day to day" 
(Graves, 1983, p. 270). The highly organized workshop Atwell proposes is "designed to help 
kids develop the habits of mind and action that will support them as they go out on [creative] 
limbs" (Atwell, p. 115). 
Calkins' (1994) advice to nurture students' workshop independence has been 
liberating. To date this school year I have felt that I am able to navigate the workshop more 
effectively. I am not harried by the same sea of waving hands that have confronted me in the 
past; students are able to proceed without constant teacher input. Interestingly, tolerance of 
invented spellings has posed the greatest difficulty for some writers. Because my students 
are intermediate-aged, they are well aware that words do have conventional spellings. That 
knowledge, combined with past admonitions from parents and teachers, has made spelling a 
real stumbling block for some individuals. When Bob, a reluctant writer, requested that I 
spell "wait" for him, I responded with, "Well, how do you think it begins?" 
"W A," he ventured. 
"Great," I said, "you've got the first two sounds in the word. So now you just need to 
figure out how it ends." I waited expectantly. His pencil hovered in the air; his expression 
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became remote. Minutes passed. Calkins advises that if standard spellings are provided at 
such times, the floodgates open and teachers can anticipate being besieged by similar 
appeals. So, I circulated throughout the classroom, stopping briefly for a quick conversation 
with several students. Returning to Bob's desk, I saw that he was still staring into space; 
"wa" remained the last letters he had committed to paper. Recognizing that we were at an 
impasse, I whispered, "Now, 'I-tee ' ." 
Sunshine dawned on Bob's face. "Yeah, that's it!" he exclaimed as he picked up his 
pencil and continued. 
Most students have demonstrated that as they draft they are quite comfortable 
guessing at the spellings of unknown words. They are content to correct mistakes when they 
edit. For reluctant, anxious writers like Bob, though, it may prove most pragmatic to supply 
spellings of particularly troublesome words- at least for a time. 
Nurture a Respectful, Caring Classroom Environment 
Behavioral expectations, too, will require consistent review. Students will likely need 
periodic reminders about what constitutes respectful and productive behavior during time 
devoted to sustained writing and sharing. Accurately Calkins notes that intermediate 
students have the capacity to treat others with both cruelty and kindness. She maintains that 
nurturing a classroom environment where mutual caring and respectfulness are the norm 
needs to be the teacher's top priority (Calkins, 1994, pp. 138-155). Interestingly, she 
connects this advice to the quality of writing children produce. When a student fears the 
ridicule of his peers, the risks involved in revealing his authentic voice in writing outweigh 
potential benefits. Honest writing, which exposes the author's vulnerability, is shelved. 
Rather than taking risks in their writing, many children will opt to write about "safe" topics 
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in a lackluster manner that attracts little attention. However, Calkins remarks, when children 
are confident that their efforts will be charitably received, many will dare to write with the 
sincerity that characterizes effective writing. Consequently, if teachers dedicate themselves 
to implementing wonderful instructional practices, but fail to address a toxic classroom 
atmosphere, children's writing may benefit little. 
Calkins' advice certainly rings true. Sharing aloud personal pieces of writing leaves 
me feeling exposed in a way that few other experiences do. Years ago, when I rarely read 
my writing aloud to students, I had planned to share a piece about our family's chicken-
killing basset hound. As I unfolded my work, I suddenly became acutely aware of the two 
support workers and the school's learning assistant sitting among the audience. Students are 
generous listeners, but my peers unnerved me. I had tried to write a funny piece; what if they 
weren't amused? My heart hammered in my chest, and my knees quaked to the extent that I 
thought it prudent to sit atop a student's desk rather than to stand. For a fleeting second I 
wondered if I might faint. A ridiculous overreaction? Maybe. The topic I had chosen was 
not the least bit risky, and I had not tried anything innovative in the story's composition. The 
adults in the audience were my friends. But if sharing a safe piece with a sympathetic 
audience can fill a grown person with such trepidation, what might it be like for a child to 
contemplate revealing himself through his writing to a less sensitive audience? When 
children do not experience an encouraging, supportive classroom climate, the likelihood that 
they will explore deeply-felt issues or experiment with novel modes of expression is remote. 
Although Calkins (1994) does not explicitly suggest that the personal narrative is the 
logical genre for students to pursue early in the school year, this message is implicit in her 
work. When children and teachers come to know each other through personal stories, a 
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powerful sense of community develops. Calkins writes, "As we move around the room 
hearing our students' stories, our teaching changes our children - and it changes us. Each 
child becomes infinitely precious to us. 'What fascinating, amazing kids I have,' we think" 
(Calkins, p. 17). Students, too, see each other in a new light as hidden expertise is revealed. 
Tom, it turns out, is an experienced hunter; Janice knows all about tropical fish; and Sally has 
developed strategies for combating persistent stage fright. Discovering the unique 
experiences of others, coupled with the "joy and intimacy of feeling seen and heard through 
their writing" (Calkins, 1994, p. 11) does much to nurture the caring, respectful environment 
Calkins feels is essential to writers' workshops where children will dare to take risks with 
language. 
Tend to the Physical Organization of the Workshop 
Atwell recounts a visit paid to her classroom by one of her mentors: Donald Graves. 
At the conclusion ofthe day, as he prepared to leave, Graves asked Atwell, "You know what 
makes you such a good writing teacher?" As she awaited his verdict, she hopefully 
entertained several complimentary appraisals of her writing instruction. Although Graves' 
answer, "You're so damned organized," initially disappointed her, his hurried explanation 
soothed her feelings : "You can't teach writing this way if you're not organized. This isn't an 
open classroom approach and you know it. It's people like you ... who make the best writing 
and reading teachers (Atwell, 1998. pp. 89-90). After reading In the Middle, one has no 
choice but to agree with Graves; Atwell's writers' workshop is meticulously conceived. Her 
detailed description of her practice is brimming with ideas about how to organize the writing 
class in order to maximize students' learning. 
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Atwell (1998) carefully structures the physical arrangement of the classroom in a 
manner conducive to writing and supportive of writers. She organizes a designated area with 
a dazzling assortment of the tools ofthe writer's trade: writing implements, various sorts of 
paper, reference books, etc. Bulletin boards alert youngsters to upcoming writing contests. 
Crates of hanging files are arranged to hold students' in-progress drafts, completed work, 
information about particular authors, and exemplary writing from a range of genres. Several 
computers are positioned along one wall. Students' desks are placed in the middle of the 
classroom where sustained writing occurs. Because Atwell is adamant that silence is 
necessary for writers, peer conferences take place in two or three spots at the outer edges of 
the room- spots that are easily monitored to ensure that the conferring is productive. 
Although she feels no need to have a teacher's desk in the workshop, Atwell considers an 
overhead projector and a stool to pull up alongside young writers indispensable. 
Atwell uses a dizzying array of forms and folders to help her and her pupils keep tabs 
on their progress as writers. Each student requires several colour-coded folders for writing 
in-progress, completed pieces, and personal spelling lists. In the appropriate folder, writing 
surveys (probing pupils' writing experiences), writing records (tracking the titles of finished 
compositions), individual proofreading lists (indicating conventions students have been 
taught), editing check-sheets (showing the conventions students considered during editing), 
peer writing conference records (recounting peers' responses during conferences), personal 
spelling lists (documenting individuals' spelling demons), and weekly word study sheets 
(noting the five words individual students have undertaken for study) are filed (Atwell, 1998, 
pp.1 05-1 06). Atwell requires each student to have a notebook which will become his/her 
writer's handbook. In this scribbler youngsters record the content of daily mini-lessons for 
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subsequent reference (Atwell, p. 153). Sensibly, Atwell divulges that rather than reinventing 
mini-lessons each school year, she files them according to type (procedural, literary craft, or 
conventions) and topic (Atwell, p. 153). 
Because Atwell observed that frequently students sought peer conferences before 
engaging in personal reflection on their work, she developed a list of questions that prompt 
writers to consider the quality of their pieces before requesting the advice of others. The 
questions included on this "How to Have a Writing Conference with Yourself' list probe the 
purpose of the writing, the accuracy of its information, the effectiveness of the title, lead, and 
conclusion, as well as the impact of the language used (Atwell, 1998, pp. 24 7 -248). Children 
are to keep this list handy in their writing folders. 
At the conclusion of each term, Atwell has students gather samples representative of 
their learning into portfolios. Records of pieces written, samples of best writing, and 
individual spelling and proofreading lists are included. Students complete questionnaires that 
further round out their learning profiles. The writing questionnaire developed by Atwell 
requires children to report how many pieces were completed during the term, to identify one 
or two pieces considered exemplary and to support these choices with reasons (Atwell, 1998, 
pp. 304-305). 
Coupled with each student's self-evaluation is the teacher's assessment of the child' s 
progress over the course of the term. Practitioners peruse pupils' portfolios to discern the 
growth that has occurred. Teachers describe in writing the strengths and weaknesses 
perceived in youngsters ' work, and in concert with the writer, select worthy goals for the 
approaching term. 
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That Atwell is able not only to create, but also to maintain the organizational schema 
delineated in In the Middle is nothing short of miraculous. As I read In the Middle, it became 
increasingly apparent that Atwell is a consummate writing teacher. While I am in awe of her 
organizational skills and dedication to children, my sanity would be in jeopardy were I to try 
to utilize as many record-keeping forms as she does. Atwell herself acknowledges, "I've 
come to understand how personal a decision it is when a teacher settles on a system of record 
keeping. We need to ask ourselves: What's useful to me as a teacher? What's manageable 
and convenient?" (Atwell, 1998, p. 11 0). Although Atwell provides a vision for the 
organization of the writers' workshop, I need to select for implementation only a few of her 
most promising and doable ideas. 
Currently the bookshelf where I store writing supplies is not particularly well-
stocked. A hanging file crate with folders containing the completed and in-progress work of 
each student is kept on the shelf, along with foolscap paper, a three-hole punch, and a stapler. 
From Atwell's comprehensive three-page list of materials for writing and publishing, I can 
see several items that could easily be stored on the writers' shelf: dictionaries, thesauruses, 
Post-it notes, coloured pens (particularly useful for editing), highlighters, erasers, paper clips, 
and an ample supply of pencils are among the materials that strike me as immediately useful. 
Regrettably, I may formerly have dismissed such initiatives as frivolity. After all, many of 
these items should be among students' back-to-school purchases in the fall. Dictionaries can 
be found in the closed cupboard at the back of the class; anyone who needs a thesaurus can 
borrow one from the classroom at the far end of the hall. Post-it notes and paper clips can 
likely be found in the white caddy on my desk. However, I have come to appreciate that a 
variety of lovely writing supplies located in a central area is actually a concrete reminder to 
-students of a powerful message: "You are writers; in order for you to produce your best 
work, you must have at your disposal the tools that authors use." 
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Although at this time I am not prepared to oversee an individualized spelling 
program, or to monitor individual proofreading lists, I would like another hanging file crate 
so that students can store finished pieces and those pieces in-progress in separate folders. 
Currently, students' files are bulging with a jumble of completed memoirs and in-progress 
nonfiction pieces. Additionally, I would like to attach a copy of Atwell's "Student Writing 
Record" (Atwell, 1998, p. 496) form to the inside of each child's "Completed Pieces" folder. 
This record sheet seems manageable and useful as, at a glance, teacher and author can see 
what has been accomplished. 
Table 3 
Student Writing Record 
Pieces of writing finished by ___________ during ______ _ 
# Title Genre Date Completed 
In children's in-progress writing folders, I would like to insert a pared-down, adapted 
version of Atwell's "Having a Writing Conference with Yourself' questionnaire (Atwell, 
1998, pp. 247-249). Like Atwell, I find some pupils seek to confer before questioning the 
quality of their work themselves. 
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Table 4 
Self-Conference Questionnaire (Adapted from Atwell) 
QUESTIONS ABOUT • Do I know what I'm talking about? 
PURPOSE • Is my writing honest? 
• Will it make the reader think and feel? 
QUESTIONS ABOUT • Have I told enough? Have I explained each part well 
INFORMATION enough that a reader will know what I mean every step 
of the way? 
• Have I described thought and feelings at the important 
points in this piece? 
• Have I embedded the context: told where, when, how, 
what, and with whom? 
QUESTIONS ABOUT • Does my lead make the reader want to continue 
LEADS reading? 
• Does my lead fit with the rest of my piece? 
QUESTIONS ABOUT • Is my conclusion too abrupt? 
CONCLUSIONS 
QUESTIONS ABOUT • Does the title fit the piece? 
TITLES • Does the title grab the reader's attention? 
QUESTIONS ABOUT • Have I used some interesting words? 
STYLE • Is my information in a logical order? 
• Does my writing flow smoothly? 
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Atwell's ideas for keeping track of mini-lessons also seem exceptionally practical, 
and not overly difficult to implement. Filing mini-lessons, so that they do not need to be 
recreated each year, seems a wise practice in a busy workshop. Students' "handbooks," 
arising from the content of mini-lessons, also seems a worthwhile undertaking. Sadly, too 
often the heart of a mini-lesson escapes children. During a "brilliant" demonstration using 
the overhead projector, I added details to my lackluster draft. When students were asked 
why I had given this demonstration, they were mystified. Many did not recognize the 
relevance the mini-lesson held for their own revisions. If each pupil were to record the 
essence of each mini-lesson in a notebook- as Atwell recommends- the likelihood that he 
would absorb the intended message is increased. Worth noting, however, is the fact that 
Atwell works with children two or three years older than my students. To ensure that 
recording mini-lessons does not substantially erode time set aside for sustained writing- the 
staple of the writers' workshop - it will be critical to summarize briefly the intent of each 
mini-lesson. 
Writers ' notebooks: an organizational misadventure. To develop the habit of 
continuous rehearsal, Calkins advises aspiring writers to keep journals in which the 
intriguing snippets of life can be recorded. These notebooks are to travel everywhere with 
writers, so that questions, observations, memories and ideas can be captured as they occur. 
Well-used writers' notebooks demonstrate to children that their lives abound with grist for 
the writer's mill (Calkins, 1994, p. 24). To ensure that these journals are utilized, Calkins 
suggests that teachers establish rituals that reinforce their use. Regular opportunities to jot 
and share ideas and frequent chances to peruse the various ways their peers are using their 
writer's notebooks are among the rituals that teachers might institute. 
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Calkins envisions the young writer eventually scanning his notebook entries to 
discover one that seems ripe for further exploration. The student's next task is to collect 
further entries associated with the one that has sparked his interest. Once gathered, these 
entries may form the basis of a student' s first draft. This seems an ambitious undertaking for 
youngsters new to the habit of daily writing. I can imagine that many children would be 
incredulous to learn after substantial writing had occurred in their writer ' s notebooks, that 
"drafting" had actually not yet commenced. I am convinced, as well, that any enthusiasm for 
revision would be dampened by such a lengthy process. Additionally, by expecting children 
to amass several entries on which to base their stories, is Calkins implicitly advancing the 
notion that longer pieces are desirable? I heartily agree with Routman ' s (2005) sentiments 
regarding length. 
Length has nothing to do with quality, and it's quality we' re after. We want 
kids to be focused, coherent writers who engage their readers with 
interesting, accurate writing. I love doing short pieces with students, 
because they take less time and are easy to publish. By the end of a week, 
we usually have a completed piece; we have learned and practiced 
everything important about writing, such as narrowing the topic, making it 
clear for the reader, writing an energetic lead, and so on; and no one is 
exhausted. (p. 197) 
Without careful reflection on their usefulness, I introduced writer ' s notebooks in my 
classroom in September. To date, students have used them to record ideas for future writing. 
Most often these ideas have appeared as very brief descriptive titles (e.g. My Puppy 
Bubbles). During one mini-lesson, children were shown how a web can be used as an 
organizational tool for writing. In their writer ' s notebooks, students were required to create a 
web for a topic they were contemplating pursuing. No student has used more than several 
pages in the little books, and I have realized (after the fact) that Calkins and I are not in 
agreement about how best to use this tool. Perhaps several sheets of lined paper stapled 
78 
together and filed in writers' folders would have been a less expensive - but equally 
serviceable- option for the jotting of possible topics. Sensibly, Calkins remarks that "it is 
particularly important at the start of the year, that we institute only a few rituals and 
structures in the classroom and take the time to attend to these with care" (Calkins, 1994, p. 
34). I wish I had come to my conclusions about Calkins ' intended use for writer ' s notebooks 
prior to introducing them. Now I will need to seek out ways to use the writer' s notebooks 
that are congruent with my developing beliefs about writing instruction. Perhaps, following 
Atwell ' s (1998) advice, children could use their writer ' s notebooks to record the essence of 
crucial mini-lessons. 
Despite my fretting about how to make the notebooks a vital tool in the workshop, 
some children seem to be finding purposeful ways to use them. During a recent parent-
teacher conference, one little girl arrived with her father. As we two adults perused some of 
the work she has completed since September, she sat between us rifling through her desk. 
Her rummaging ended as she retrieved her writer's notebook. Then, as though none of the 
grown-up talk held the least interest for her, she opened her journal and began to write. I 
smiled to myself as I glanced over her shoulder several minutes later to see what had 
occupied her. Though she had given not the slightest indication that she was attending to our 
discussion, she had produced a web with the words "Parent-Teacher Conference" planted 
squarely in the middle of the page! On the spokes branching out from this central idea, she 
had recorded topics discussed- in addition to her well-concealed feelings about the 
proceedings. 
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Undertake Several Genre Studies Each School Year 
Although Calkins maintains that predictability is an important feature of the writers' 
workshop, she also urges teachers to build variety into their writing classes. Without variety, 
she contends, children's enthusiasm for writing may fade. Over several years, Calkins feels 
that students ought to experience units that explore a range of genres "including ... the short 
story, memoir, poetry, journalism, the book review, literary nonfiction, and the opinion 
essay" (Calkins, 1994, p. 355). 
Provide Students with Response to Their Writing 
All of the authors studied agree that providing students with feedback on their writing 
is critical if our goal is to develop more proficient writers. However, differences in the ways 
in which this feedback is delivered are evident in the literature. 
Respond Through Mini-Lessons 
Graves (1994), Atwell (1998), Calkins (1994), Fletcher (1993) and Routman (2005) 
indicate that as teachers examine students' writing, areas of need are perceived. The 
weaknesses observed in children's handling of either writing's content or conventions, guide 
the planning of subsequent mini-lessons. To illustrate, most years I notice that my 
intermediate students struggle to write effective dialogue. Certainly, part of their difficulty 
stems from unfamiliarity with the convention of beginning a new paragraph each time the 
speaker changes. However, the less easily resolved problem is their tendency to write stark 
dialogue that reads rather like a play. Only the spoken words are written; the reader 
frequently has no idea about the speaker's name, his tone of voice, or the gestures that may 
have accompanied his words: "Dawn, wake up." "Huh?" "Get up. Your school burnt 
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down." "What?" "I said your school burnt down." "Sure thing, Mom." "I mean it. Turn on 
your radio and listen." 
With the permission of the author, one of these "bare bones" dialogues is embellished 
on the chalkboard or screen during a mini-lesson: 
"Dawn, wake up." I opened one eye and saw my mom bent over me with a 
concerned look on her face. It felt very early; I was very tired. 
"Huh," was all I could manage to say. 
Mom gently shook my shoulders. "Get up. Your school burnt down," she said 
solemnly. 
"What?" I gasped. I was immediately wide awake. I looked hard at Mom, trying to 
decide ifthis could possibly be some kind of weird joke. It had to be. This was not the kind 
of thing that happened to me. Maybe I did detect a little sparkle in her eyes. I relaxed. 
"Sure, Mom," I answered. I waited for her to break into a smile. She didn't. 
"I mean it," she replied shakily. "Turn on your radio and listen." I stared at her 
open-mouthed, then turned to click on my radio. 
With some luck, most pupils will see that this revised dialogue helps the reader to grasp the 
writer's intended meaning. In this manner, mini-lessons allow teachers to respond to the 
needs demonstrated in students' compositions. 
The primary difference between Graves (1994) and Routman's (2005) mini-lessons is 
that Graves often elects to work with a small group of children who share a particular need, 
while Routman has an expressed preference for instructing the whole class. She cites ease of 
classroom management and the ability to generate more ideas as her primary reasons for 
favouring whole-class mini-lessons (Routman, 2005). Routman's mini-lesson model seems 
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more pragmatic. It does not require the record keeping in order to stay abreast of which 
students have been present for specific mini-lessons that Graves' model necessitates (Graves, 
1994). Additionally, it is difficult to envision a mini-lesson that would be detrimental to the 
writing needs of any student in the classroom. For example, mini-lessons on writing 
powerful leads benefit all writers. Able writers, who have successfully written strong leads 
in the past, have not mastered this skill. Just like weaker writers, they have much to learn. 
To write well is a lifelong pursuit; we all have much to learn. 
Like most ofthe other scholars studied (Graves, 1994; Routman, 2005 ; Atwell, 1998; 
Harvey, 1998) Calkins (1994) uses the mini-lesson to respond to the observed needs in 
students' writing. She allows that often only a handful of children will be able to apply the 
tips provided in any given mini-lesson immediately. For example, a mini-lesson offering 
advice on the selection of catchy titles may not instantly prove useful to a student in the 
midst of drafting a story. Calkins states, however, that such mini-lessons do increase the 
collective knowledge of the class (Calkins, 1994, p. 200). 
Particularly useful was Calkins' comprehensive discussion of the range of topics that 
can be dealt with during mini-lessons. She describes five sorts of mini-lessons readily 
applicable to the intermediate classroom: (a) Procedural mini-lessons can be used to 
familiarize students with the writing workshop's structure and practitioners' expectations 
during its operation. Calkins contends that if teachers hope to confer uninterrupted during 
the sustained writing portion of the class, children must know how to proceed independently 
(Calkins, 1994, pp. 207-208). (b) Mini-lessons utilizing fine literature can demonstrate to 
students the variety of possible writing topics . Additionally, literature can provide 
youngsters with models on which to base their experiments with language. Interestingly, 
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Calkins does caution that literature can be over-used to motivate student writing (Calkins, p. 
205). She reminds teachers that using trade books is but a means to help children see that 
their lives are fairly teeming with experiences and observations that can provide springboards 
for writing. The teacher's goal is not to create a dependency on published authors' work to 
spark students' own creativity. (c) Mini-lessons can be used as a forum to discuss the actual 
process of writing, and to share with children strategies that authors can use to overcome 
difficulties (Calkins, p. 194). For example, I think Graves' suggestion that writers ought to 
"lower their standards ... write rapidly [and] change nothing" (Graves, 1994, pp. 39-40) 
would be received with interest by young writers who may at times experience writer's 
block. (d) Instructing students in the hallmarks of good writing can also be accomplished 
during mini-lessons (Calkins, p. 212). For example, children can be led to see that choosing 
precise nouns and verbs produces stronger pieces that those in which the writer has attempted 
to buttress imprecise nouns and verbs with adjectives and adverbs. "Bob trudged" paints a 
much more vivid picture in the reader's mind than "Bob walked slowly." (e) A series of 
mini-lessons focusing on revision can broaden students' understanding of the sorts of 
changes that can be undertaken during this phase ofthe writing process (Calkins, pp. 208-
209). For instance, by scrutinizing a writing sample together, children can begin to identify 
spots in the text that could be enhanced by the inclusion of greater detail. In another mini-
lesson, as students practice reading text from the reader's perspective, skill in pinpointing 
and improving sections where meaning breaks down could be developed. 
Calkins' description of the scope of possible mini -lessons should prove a handy 
reference that allows for the delivery of an interesting variety of lessons while remaining 
attuned to the writing needs of students. 
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Short and Harste decry the mini-lesson, describing it as "an excuse to teach skills 
teachers think children need" (Short & Harste, 1996, p. 141 ). Instead, the authors speak in 
favour of "strategy lessons" (Short & Harste, p. 141 ). Confusingly, their definition of the 
strategy lesson sounds synonymous with that of the mini-lesson: "Strategy lessons make 
conscious the processes and strategies of "good" writers" (Short & Harste, p. 141 ). Further 
explanation, jam-packed with jargon, proves even more baffling: 
Strategy lessons are instructional engagements designed to highlight some 
aspect of literacy that the student or teacher sees as important in relation to 
students ' current use of writing for inquiry. They are generated by students 
as well as by the teacher. These lessons include both the psychological and 
sociological strategies employed by learners during authoring and help 
students become aware of how to support their own learning as well as the 
learning of other students. Learners are invited to distance themselves from 
the immediate experience for the purposes of offering new invitations for 
their own and others ' inquiry. (Short & Harste, p. 141) 
In my classroom, the mini-lesson will continue to be an important means of providing 
children with feedback on their writing. 
Respond Through Content Conferences 
Although most of the writing experts studied agree that content conferences ought to 
occur, their ideas about these discussions do vary - substantially in some cases. Graves 
maintains that "the main purpose of the conference is to encourage the student to show ... 
what he knows and gain a clearer picture of what he will write next" (Graves, 1994, p. 62). 
With a somewhat different focus, Routman says the conference is a vehicle for teachers to 
"respond, provide support, ask questions to gain understanding, and/or give feedback" 
(Routman, 2005, p. 206). 
In contrast to Graves (1994), Calkins (1994), Atwell (1998) and Short and Harste 
(1996), Routman (2005) generally conducts two or three public conferences during the 
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sharing session at the conclusion of each day's writers' workshop (Routman, p. 207). During 
a content conference, with the whole class listening, a student's writing is read aloud twice. 
The teacher comments on the piece as a whole, and then identifies its specific strengths. This 
honest, positive feedback serves two purposes: it reinforces the characteristics of quality 
writing for all students and it bolsters the individual writer's confidence. Next, Routman 
(2005) recommends that the teacher focus on one or two aspects of the writing's content that 
would benefit from revision. Care is taken to select for improvement only those aspects of 
the writing that the student is developmentally ready to tackle. Possible strategies to address 
weaknesses evidenced in the writing are discussed and demonstrated for children. Routman 
advises that the duration of each conference should be about five minutes. 
Routman, an experienced classroom teacher, recognizes that without careful planning, 
conferences with students can become cumbersome and frustrating. Because she is aware of 
how precious a commodity time is in the writers' workshop, she offers advice that will 
streamline conferences and increase the likelihood that they become a mainstay of writing 
classes. She indicates that conferences flow most smoothly when the teacher has done a 
thorough job of preparing the students for writing through demonstrations and shared writing 
(Routman, 2005, p. 221). When writing experiences are carefully scaffolded in this way, 
students' writing is better and consequently there are fewer problems to address during 
conferences. Conducting several conferences publicly during each workshop is another 
efficient practice that preserves teacher sanity and benefits students' writing. Not only is it 
possible to manage behavior effectively when all students are attending to a single 
conference, more importantly, because all youngsters are privy to the tips the teacher offers a 
single young author, the likelihood that this lesson will need to be repeated umpteen times for 
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onlookers is reduced. Routman says that when teachers insist that students come to 
conferences well-prepared to confer, the process is much more efficient. To prepare for 
conferences, the student is required to have read her writing aloud to herself, considering 
carefully whether the piece flows logically and adheres to the assignment's instructions 
(Routman, p. 219). If students are conscientious in their preparation for conferences, the few 
minutes that Routman proposes for each conference appears much more feasible. It would 
be false, however, to imply that Routman relies exclusively on public forums to conduct 
conferences. She also conducts several roving one-on-one conferences during the time 
allotted to sustained writing (Routman, p. 207). Graves (1994), Atwell (1998), and Calkins 
(1994) confer with children one-on-one as they circulate. 
The tone of Graves ( 1994) and Calkins ' (1994) conferences is somewhat less 
directive than those of either Routman (2005) or Atwell (1998). During conferences Graves 
does expect the student to be able to describe her topic succinctly and her writing plans for 
the immediate future . Through questioning and discussion, Graves provides "nudges" 
(Graves, 1994, p. 95) to the student about ways to improve her work. Generally at the 
conclusion of the conference, Graves asks the writer what she would "like to learn next to be 
a better writer" (Graves, p. 91). He feels that young authors are equipped to answer this 
question because he is "showing them the skills they need in mini-lessons" (Graves, p. 143). 
After probing the goal the student author has set for herself, Graves offers some tips to help 
the student realize this goal. 
Though no less kind, Routman (2005) does indicate weaknesses in children's writing 
during conferences and shows writers how their work might be improved. Like Graves, 
(1994) she initially receives the student's writing and comments upon its strengths. 
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However, Routman provides a list of the sorts of comments she typically makes during 
conferences, and they leave little room for student guesswork. Routman's direct approach 
includes comments like, "Your piece ends abruptly. Let's talk about an ending that could 
work" (Routman, p. 228). No lingering doubt about how best to improve a piece remains 
when Routman remarks, "You've got too many tired words. Reread and see if you can't 
replace some of those with more lively language. Let's try one together" (Routman, p. 228). 
Despite her frankness, Routman's overriding concern is for the writer, rather than the writing. 
She reminds teachers "to ensure that the child leaves the conference "intact" - that is, eager 
to continue writing" (Routman, p. 223). Her passionate willingness to "roll up her sleeves" 
to demonstrate writing and collaborate with students, I think, helps Routman to accomplish 
her goal of creating confident learners and enthusiastic writers. 
For me, Routman's manner of conferring seems more expedient than Graves' subtle 
nudging. Additionally, although Graves argues that he prepares children to answer the 
question, "What are you doing to become a better writer?" through mini-lessons, this seems a 
very sophisticated question to put to a young author. The response given to Graves by a 
conferee underscores the fact that children are unprepared to address a question of such 
complexity: "I know my spelling could be better and I wish I could write longer pieces" 
(Graves, 1994, p. 91). This student was not able to identify the critical weaknesses evident in 
his writing. Instead his answer focuses exclusively on surface features. That this student and 
Graves actually spent time discussing how the boy could lengthen- not improve- his 
writing was perplexing. Routman's candid identification of weaknesses, so that they can 
begin to be addressed, seems a better use of teacher and student time. 
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The writing conferences Calkins (1994) describes sound gentle, unhurried and 
thorough. When I weigh them against those that I have managed, I come to the conclusion 
that learning to conduct successful conferences will consume the remainder of my career. 
Calkins advises teachers initially to delay examination of students' drafts (Calkins, p. 224). 
Instead, she suggests opening the conference by probing the writer's feelings about the piece 
under scrutiny. Only after this initial exploration should the teacher look at the student's 
draft. Together the student's comments and his draft inform the teacher's decision about 
what the student most needs to learn at this particular juncture in his development as a writer. 
Calkins cautions against supplying the youngster with specific suggestions that will improve 
only the particular piece of writing under consideration. She points out that if the student is 
no better equipped to solve his own writing dilemmas after the conference, then the meeting 
has been a colossal waste of time. 
Philosophically, I agree with much of Calkins' advice regarding writing conferences. 
However, I have had great difficulty putting her recommendations into practice. Sensitive, 
thought-provoking exchanges between teacher and student have rarely materialized in my 
classroom. Conferring effectively, it turns out, is an extremely challenging task. During 
roving one-on-one conferences which occur while children are engaged in sustained writing, 
I truly find it difficult to attend fully to the needs of a single writer. Even if children know 
where supplies are kept and understand that they are to write continuously, there are many 
demands on the teacher's attention. Perhaps another teacher arrives with a query, "Excuse 
me, Becky is having trouble working in her classroom. Could she work at the back of your 
room until lunch time?'' Perhaps a new support worker appears and needs a brief explanation 
of how best to provide assistance. I might notice that a student, who requires a scribe to 
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write, has just finished recopying his last piece and is unable to proceed without help. Or 
maybe my attention is captured by the pupil who is using the elasticized bookmark attached 
to his writer's notebook as a slingshot to propel his pencil across the classroom. Of course 
mini-lessons reviewing expectations for the workshop will reduce the number of distractions 
that vie for my attention. But this inner-city classroom will always be a busy place that 
requires a vigilant practitioner. The serene, relaxed conferences Calkins describes seem far-
removed from my students' setting. Although I am confident that I can learn to concentrate 
more effectively when conferring with children, it is more difficult to imagine waiting 
patiently for students to respond to the question, "How' s it going?" in a manner that is not 
merely perfunctory. It is a question that requires some mature reflection to answer 
adequately. Plenty of whole-class discussion of the writing process will need to occur before 
young writers are able to supply thoughtful, honest responses. 
I think many practitioners - I among them - resort to seizing students ' drafts for two 
reasons: (1) It is expedient. There seems little time for unhurried musing in the workshop, 
and (2) Because written drafts are concrete, helpful critique is more easily offered. Portions 
of text that are not immediately comprehensible can be reread. I find pieces received aurally 
are much more difficult to retrieve. Consequently, as described earlier, I have adapted my 
former method of conferring with students. By taking home students ' folders each night and 
writing sticky note comments for each pupil, I have provided the reassurance and support 
that my fledgling writers seem to need. Daily gentle reinforcement that they are making 
progress, nudges children to pick up their pencils with some confidence the following day. 
To date, the task has not been too onerous. Sometimes comments are as brief as, "Wow! 
You've made me really curious about what happened next. Keep writing!" Other times 
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specific writing tips are given: "Keep working to give details . What was it like to find bugs 
in your bed? Can you slow the action down so the reader can picture what that was like for 
you?" Calkins reminds me that my remarks "need to give the writer something that will help 
not only today, with this piece of writing, but also tomorrow, with other pieces of writing" 
(Calkins, 1994, p. 228). 
Like other scholars, Atwell (1998) advocates responding to students' writing through 
conferences. However, her ideas about how best to respond to students ' work changed 
significantly during the time that elapsed between the first and second editions of In the 
Middle. At the time of the book's first publication, Atwell had quite happily implemented 
the writing instruction changes touted in the research of Graves (1983) and Calkins (1986). 
Nevertheless, though she tried to ignore them, she found that certain stressors accompanied 
the new ideas about teaching writing. Chief among them, for Atwell, was the question which 
preoccupied her every workshop interaction: "Am I doing it right?" (Atwell, 1998, p. 18). In 
the latest version of In the Middle, Atwell admits that in adopting the new methods that 
allowed for children's voices to be heard in their texts, she also embraced a whole new set of 
rules that constrained her ability to teach. She found herself constantly questioning whether 
she was adhering to her new script for writing instruction. This anxiety, Atwell feels , caused 
some of her interactions, particularly during conferences with young writers, to feel 
contrived. Rules such as "Don' t tell writers what they should do to better their writing," and 
"Students must have ownership of their writing," stripped Atwell of the ability to use her 
substantial knowledge of writing in a sensitive, but directive manner (Atwell, pp. 17 -18). 
Effectually, she became hamstrung in her role as a writing mentor. 
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In the more recent publication of In the Middle , Atwell observes that her conferring 
style has evolved. Whereas at the time of the book's first edition she provided neutral 
responses that mirrored the student's own comments, she now draws from her extensive 
knowledge of writer ' s craft to mentor youngsters . Atwell perceives that young apprentices 
often do need specific suggestions and demonstrations from experienced writers (Atwell, 
1998, p. 222). Once workshop routines have been established, and Atwell is well-acquainted 
with her students, she does not hesitate to collaborate with young apprentices. When a 
student has trouble hitting upon a problem for his in-progress fiction story, Atwell reads his 
introduction and quickly identifies several possible problems which could naturally arise 
from the child's lead (Atwell, pp. 235-237). Upon seeing that another student's work has 
wandered from funny, specific details to vague, general complaints about his five younger 
siblings, Atwell brainstorms with him additional instances where his large, unruly family 
causes him embarrassment. Confidently he resumes drafting. Atwell concludes, "My role as 
a responder is more diverse these days, and more satisfying. I am teaching, and my students 
are producing writing they like, can learn from, and take pride in" (Atwell, p. 230). 
Experts ' advice has led me to question how much advice I should give children about 
individual pieces of writing during drafting. Calkins reminds teachers that "we are teaching 
the writer and not the writing" (Calkins, 1994, p. 228). She queries, "Ifl ask questions and 
make suggestions so that a student' s text ends up matching what I had in mind, what have I 
accomplished?" (Calkins, p. 228). Like Atwell earlier in her career, I began to agonize over 
my responses to student work. Worry that my comments were but a means to manipulate 
students to compose the texts I envisioned dominated my thoughts. 
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In the fall one of my students handed in a perplexing draft. Evidently he had listened 
keenly to a recent mini-lesson on the importance of including details. The story seemed to be 
about a trip Fred had taken with his dad. He carefully described the early hour he had to get 
up, since the drive was to be a long one. He recounted the stop they made at Tim Horton's in 
Prince George: the "chocolate-covered" donut he ate and the "steamy" coffee his dad 
ordered. Later the reader learned that father and son visited a Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet 
in Burns Lake: the student's fries were "crispy;" the chicken was declared "yummy." As I 
read I searched for some constructive response. What on earth had inspired Fred to write this 
piece? In the final, hastily written paragraph I got my answer: Fred and his dad arrived in 
Kitimat, cast their lines into the water, and Fred caught a big fish! All along he had been 
itching to tell about catching that fish, but his dutiful attempt to add details had so exhausted 
him that he had no energy left for the main event. Consequently he made the pragmatic 
decision to wrap things up post-haste. 
Once I spotted the kernel of Fred's story, it was possible to respond helpfully. Other 
students, too, were uncertain about how to use details effectively. After examining favorite 
novels, children concluded that authors most often use details to reveal main characters, 
important events, and stories' settings to readers. We discussed the author's prerogative to 
have time pass either quickly or slowly according to the importance placed upon the 
particular events. Critical portions can be described in meticulous detail, while sections of 
lesser importance can be depicted less distinctly. 
During a subsequent mini-lesson, I interviewed Fred about catching the fish. His face 
was alight throughout our public conference; clearly this was the story he had hoped to tell. 
At the conclusion of our exchange I inquired, "Fred, why do you think we 've had this 
discussion?" 
He smiled, "You think I should put all those things I just said in my story." 
I nodded. "I think it would be the story you had in mind." 
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Fred wasted no time; he was ready to cut to the chase. Rather than trying to revise his 
first draft, he took several fresh sheets of paper and began to compose. He worked steadily 
throughout the sustained writing portion of the lesson. Grinning broadly as the workshop 
ended, Fred handed me his draft. "I got it now," he said confidently. 
Fred was right; he had resolved the problems evident in the first draft. He had 
reduced the entire drive to Kitimat to a mere two sentences . Beneath these he had drawn a 
row of stars to indicate the passage of time. The paragraphs that followed were entirely 
about the experience of catching the salmon. It was all there: the hopeful banter between 
Fred and his dad over breakfast; the first couple of unsuccessful casts on the riverbank; the 
excitement of seeing the rod tip bend as the fish took the bait; Fred 's internal dialogue as he 
debated whether to let his dad land the fish; his eventual triumph after a hard-fought battle, 
and a satisfying phone call to a proud mom that night. 
Fred was immensely pleased as he read his story aloud during writers ' workshop the 
next day. Particularly useful to other students was the transparency of his work displayed 
with the overhead projector. During an earlier sharing session they had sat through Fred 's 
tiresome previous draft. The visual impact of seeing the uninteresting section of text 
condensed into two lines became a touchstone moment for the class. Since then many 
children have used rows of asterisks to show that time has elapsed between events - rather 
that describing the most banal occurrences blow-by-blow. As authors they need not conduct 
themselves like human camcorders; capturing every moment. They have the power to 
bestow significance by either skimming over or lingering upon events. 
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Had I not engaged in some fairly directive teaching - showing Fred and his 
classmates what I know as a more experienced writer - a valuable learning opportunity 
would have been squandered. What a shame it would be for practitioners to withhold advice 
for fear of communicating that a particular piece of writing is more important than the writer. 
Surely skilful, caring teachers can simultaneously provide the salient tips that will move 
writing forward, enrich the writer ' s "toolbox," and leave him intact. 
Respond Through Whole-Class Shares 
Like Routman (2005), Graves (1994) offers response to students' writing during the 
sharing that occurs at the end of each writing class. Both educators agree that students ' 
sharing ought to be voluntary, and that the pieces shared need to be relatively short. 
However, Graves' version of sharing includes greater student involvement than Routman' s. 
After listening to the work of a classmate, children tell the author verbatim what they have 
remembered from her piece. Next, students comment on what impressed them about the 
work. Finally, the audience questions the writer about portions of the text that are unclear or 
require further elaboration. Throughout this sharing, the teacher participates as a member of 
the audience: remembering, commenting and questioning (Graves, pp. 133-135). 
Graves allows that kids need plenty of practice listening carefully to each others' 
work, so that their responses are fresh, honest, and helpful. He worries about the "group 
think" or "conformity to certain ideas and genres" (Graves, 1994, p. xvii) that sometimes 
emerges once sharing has become routine. When "group think" takes hold, Graves has 
observed that "the child who explores new ground ... may be ignored when sharing with the 
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large group" (Graves, p. 123). I think that by interspersing the use of Graves and Routman's 
formats for sharing sessions, teachers may be able to thwart "group think." Because the 
teacher is clearly in charge during Routman's public conferences, she can ensure that student 
writing exhibiting originality and risk-taking is showcased and applauded. On alternate days, 
when Graves' method of sharing is used, students' participation paves the way for productive 
peer conferences later in the year. 
Although there are distinctions, Short and Harste's (1996) Author's Circle parallels 
Routman's public student-teacher conferences, and Graves' whole-class sharing sessions. 
Children are to arrive at Author's Circle with their drafts and a purpose for having an 
audience listen to their work. Often they need help solving a problem they have encountered, 
such as determining how to conclude a piece. Students are not to come to Author's Circle 
simply to share their work; the venue for sharing writing is Author's Chair. As Graves 
(1994) and Routman (2005) recommend, after hearing a piece, listeners are to report to the 
writer what they remember and appreciate. Next, they are to focus their comments on the 
specific question or problem that caused the author to bring the piece to Author's Circle. 
Finally, if areas of the text seem unclear, the audience may ask probing questions or make 
suggestions to improve clarity. The author maintains control of his piece of writing; he is at 
liberty to either make revisions or ignore listeners' advice (Short & Harste). 
Quite quickly Short and Harste's (1996) Author's Circle involves a much smaller 
audience than either Routman's (2005) public conferences or Graves' (1994) sharing 
sessions. Author's Circles involve groups of only three or four students, rather than an entire 
class. At the outset of the year, the teacher models for the class those behaviours that 
encourage productive critique. Both useful and less helpful questions and comments are 
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discussed. Students are reminded to listen carefully to the writer's work so that their remarks 
are fresh and thoughtful, rather than rote re-enactments of previous Author' s Circles. Then 
students are handed responsibility for Author's Circles. When a student feels he needs a 
response to help him move a piece forward, he is to ask several of his peers to join him at an 
Author's Circle discussion. The teacher may participate as a listener for the duration of any 
given session or for only a few minutes. Other times, students may conduct Author's Circle 
discussions independently (Short & Harste, pp. 106-114 ). 
As children gain familiarity with Author' s Circle, they become more skilled at 
assuming the role of the reader, and anticipate some of the questions their writing is likely to 
elicit. Revision begins to occur before the writer feels a need to call for the assistance 
provided by Author' s Circle. This recognition of weaknesses in one ' s own work marks 
significant progress toward independence as a writer. Short and Harste's (1996) Author's 
Circles fits nicely with the "gradual release of responsibility model" described by Routman 
(2005). Early reliance on Routman' s public conferences and Graves ' whole class sharing 
sessions could later be interspersed with Short and Harste's student-led Author's Circles. 
The three models for sharing provide an appropriate mix of support and challenge to 
encourage the development of children ' s writing. 
Respond Through Editing Conferences 
Routman (2005) has strict guidelines students must follow before requesting editing 
conferences. She recommends that during a shared writing session, teacher and students 
develop a set of editing expectations. This checklist is then posted in a prominent spot in the 
classroom for easy reference. During an editing conference, if the teacher finds more than 
two editing errors the student ought to have detected, he is sent back to his desk to proofread 
his writing more rigorously (Routman, 2005 , p. 233). If teachers are insistent that students 
use the collaboratively developed editing checklist, Routman believes conferences will not 
see intermediate teachers wasting valuable time correcting careless student errors. 
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Editor ' s Table, as described by Short and Harste ( 1996), also provides children with 
feedback and develops their ability to assess their own writing. During weeklong stints, pairs 
of children serve as outside editors for their peers. Only drafts that have benefited from the 
rigors of the Author's Circle and that students wish to publish formally are brought to the 
Editor's Table. Young editors are instructed to first read a piece to discover any portions that 
are confusing. Taking care not to besiege the writer with too many semantic problems, these 
sections are taken to the author for revision. Editors are instructed that changes to either the 
organization or meaning of the text are the sole jurisdiction of the author. After revision has 
occurred, editors read to uncover spelling, capitalization and punctuation errors. Mistakes 
are coded appropriately, and the draft is handed to the managing editor and typist - usually 
the teacher (Short & Harste, pp. 125-131 ). 
Short and Harste (1996) contend that the Editor's Table, bedecked with highlighters, 
pencils, and dictionaries, is a powerful emblem in the classroom. It signals to students that 
they are free to take risks with their writing; misspellings are not cause for alarm. Writers 
should primarily attend to penning powerful texts . On completion, help with surface features 
(like spelling) is available at the Editor's Table. Short and Harste also assert that the 
presence of the Editor's Table underscores the significance of writing conventions - a 
significance students frequently overestimate. When youngsters are asked at the outset of the 
school year what makes for a good piece of writing, "good spelling," "nice handwriting," and 
"capital letters," are generally mentioned long before a student tentatively suggests that the 
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writing ought to make sense and be interesting. Children need to recognize that correct use 
of conventions is simply a means of demonstrating regard for their readers: proficiency with 
the mechanical aspects of language helps the reader to understand the writer's message 
(Short & Harste, pp. 125-131). 
Serving as editors benefits students' writing. Not only does this experience clarify 
the role that surface features play in writing, it also affords youngsters the opportunity to 
learn some of the finer points of spelling, capitalization and punctuation that formerly eluded 
them. The rewards reaped from children's experience as editors should be evident in 
subsequent writing. 
I like Routman's (2005) idea of posting an editing checklist that was collaboratively 
developed by the students and teacher. However, as Short and Harste (1996) observe, 
because errors with "conventions [are] more obvious in another person's writing than in your 
own, many authors have difficulty proofreading their own work" (Short & Harste, p. 443). I 
think that an attempt to rely exclusively on Routman's editing model could be frustrating for 
teacher and students alike. Many children would return to the editing conference time and 
again with more than two errors. An amalgam ofRoutman (2005) and Short and Harste's 
( 1996) ideas might prove effective. First, using Routman' s model, students could proofread 
their work using the reminders posted on the class-developed editing chart. Then after a 
quick perusal by the teacher to ensure that writers had assumed an appropriate level of 
personal responsibility for conventions, drafts could be sent to Short and Harste's Editor's 
Table. 
Although I may implement Short and Harste's (1996) Editor' s Table later this school 
year, to date I have not tried it for several reasons. Some weeks all students are busy 
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drafting, so editors are unnecessary. When proofreaders are needed, there is not sufficient 
work to occupy a pair of children for a week. Additionally, having instigated daily writing, I 
am loath to disrupt the practice for any of my pupils. Following Routman's advice, my 
students and I did develop an editing checklist for authors (Routman, 2005, Appendix K). As 
students complete each of the proofreading tasks, they check the appropriate box on the 
checklist. 
Table 5 
Editing Checklist for Author 
0 I have reread my writing three times. 
0 I have circled the words I think are misspelled in coloured ink. 
0 I have tried to correct misspellings by writing the spelling that looks 
correct over the misspelled word. 
0 I have looked carefully for run-on sentences and have inserted periods. 
0 I have ended all sentences with a period, question mark, or exclamation 
mark. 
0 I have started each sentence with a capital letter. 
0 I have used a capital letter for "I." 
0 I have used capital letters to write specific names. 
0 I have not used capital letters in the middle of words or without reason in 
any of my sentences. 
0 My sentences make sense. 
0 I have crossed out words that don't belong or are boring. 
After a student finishes editing his own work, he indicates that he needs a peer editor by 
posting his name on the board. Subsequently, he partners with the next student looking for a 
classmate to edit her work. Peer editors complete an editing checklist very similar to the one 
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developed for authors. Like Short and Harste's Editor' s Table, this adapted method of 
addressing editing ensures that every student has the opportunity to edit the work of another 
writer. Following peer editing, pupils hand their work to the final copyeditor: me. 
The author's editing checklist and the practice of enlisting the help of peer editors has 
appropriately underscored the importance of conventions for students. After undergoing the 
rigors of the editorial gauntlet, some drafts arrive on my desk virtually error-free. 
Admittedly, other pieces remain error-ridden; but at the very least all young authors are 
aware that editing is an important consideration when writing is to be published. 
I have conducted few one-on-one editing conferences. Instead, when I perceive that a 
number of children are struggling with a particular convention, I address the need through a 
mini-lesson. For example, when I observed that a number of children were writing entire 
drafts without pausing to insert periods, a short piece of text displaying only run-on sentences 
was given to each student. After students had added periods, the passage was shown with the 
overhead projector, and together we discussed the placement of end punctuation. This mini-
lesson was easily completed within about five minutes. 
Nevertheless, despite mini-lessons, certain conventions pose particular difficulty for 
individual students. In these instances, one-on-one editing conferences are necessary. While 
other students are typing their completed drafts for publishing, I find that I am able to confer 
effectively with individuals over specific editorial problems. For example, as I read one 
student's draft, it became clear that he did not grasp the respective meanings of"their," 
"there," and "they're." Rather than completing his copyediting at home, I allowed these 
particular errors to stand uncorrected. In the computer lab the next day, I called him to my 
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table and reviewed the meanings of each of the homonyms. Then he scanned his draft 
correcting any usage mistakes involving "there," "their," and "they're." 
Graves ( 1994) suggests keeping records about the conventions in which individual 
students have demonstrated proficiency. To me this sounds like a logistical nightmare. 
Additionally, as Graves indicates, "it is important to remember that full mastery [of a 
convention] is rarely achieved. The more difficult the text, the more challenging it is to 
signal meaning by using conventions" (Graves, p. 162). Consequently, I am uncertain of the 
value of such detailed record-keeping. 
Encourage Students to Respond to Their Own Writing 
The purpose of the responses provided during mini-lessons, content and editing 
conferences, and share sessions is ultimately to increase youngsters' independence as writers. 
When key questions such as "What am I trying to say?" and "How do I like what I have 
written so far?" and "Will this be easy for the reader to understand?" are internalized, the 
student can critique his developing text. Essentially, he is able to confer with himself 
(Calkins, 1994, p. 221). 
As I reflect on the writing instruction I offered students before embarking on this 
project, I think I was becoming much more skilled at reading students' writing and 
recognizing sections that would benefit from revision. Unfortunately, little was done to help 
children see their writing through the fresh eyes of a reader. The manner I used to address 
revision virtually ensured that few - if any - children would be able to tackle this process 
with any degree of independence at the year's end. 
A brief description of my past method of handling revision is in order. In the past, 
when a student submitted her draft, I read through it once from start to finish in order to 
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grasp her topic. On the second reading, I placed a red dot at a spot where I found the text 
became confusing or vague or poorly organized. Then, on sticky notes, I peppered the writer 
with a series of very specific questions that I felt needed to be answered in the text. For 
example when a student described the night when her step-dad's pet king snake escaped, I 
wrote, "Where exactly was the snake when you saw it had escaped its tank? What was it 
doing? What were you thinking at that moment? How did you feel? Step-by-step, tell what 
you did. What did you say to your step-dad when he got home? What did your mom have to 
say about what happened?" Upon return of her draft, the student was to write responses to 
my questions on a fresh piece of paper. When I marked the piece, these new sentences were 
to be inserted at the point where the weakness was noted and the red dot was drawn. 
Students were no better prepared to identify weaknesses in their writing than they were 
before. Instead they were reliant on my dictums. 
Although I believe that as a more experienced writer I have a responsibility to make 
suggestions, my comments these days are less manipulative - less controlling. Young 
authors' decision-making power is accommodated. In response to the student's "Escaping 
Snake" story, the following comment allows me to share some expertise, while 
simultaneously giving the writer advice that can be applied independently to future writing: 
"Becky, the point where the snake escaped from its tank must have been very exciting. But 
I'm having trouble picturing exactly what happened at this critical moment in your story. 
I'm also sure that thoughts must have been flooding your mind. See if you can slow the 
action down at this point so the reader can imagine what this experience must have been 
like." Mini-lessons, conferences, and share-sessions are daily opportunities to equip children 
to evaluate- and improve -their writing on their own. 
Provide Students with Choice in the Writers' Workshop 
Free-Choice of Writing Topics 
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Because the notion of choice surfaced repeatedly in the reading I completed in the 
preparation of this project, I was forced to give it serious consideration. Allowing students to 
select the topics for their compositions is strongly encouraged. Routman writes, "When a 
student has written little or nothing well into the writing period, it often means he is not 
invested in the topic. Take him aside and have a conversation: find out what he's really 
interested in" (Routman, 2005, p. 194). Graves supplies considerable motivation for seeking 
out what interests young authors: "the topic is the single most important factor contributing 
to writer variability" (Graves, 1983, p. 263). That is, poor writing may simply indicate that 
the student cares little for the assigned topic. When students are assigned topics that do not 
interest them, there is a good chance that the resultant writing will be dreary. Voice is far 
more likely to be detected in pieces that arouse children's interest; choice virtually assures 
this engagement. Furthermore, selecting their own writing topics affords students 
independence; they do not have to patiently await the latest topics concocted by their 
teachers. Because choice allows them control, children can begin contemplating upcoming 
writing long before each day's writing class (Graves, pp. 106-108). 
Truthfully, providing students the freedom to choose the topics for their writing 
scared me half to death. In an anecdote from Nonfiction Matters, Harvey (1998) describes a 
classroom teacher's tepid reaction to the suggestion of free-choice of topics: "'Tough to 
manage. Every kid could be writing about a different topic.' She raised her eyebrows sky-
high" (Harvey, p. 36). I identified with that teacher; and I think I understood the unspoken 
volumes conveyed by her sky-high eyebrows. 
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Allowing children free-choice of topics when they are writing personal narrative 
accounts is relatively easy to put into practice. Generally, students' memoirs deal with 
universal experiences; tales of pets and siblings and championship games abound. Because 
the teacher can generally orient herself quickly as she listens to the student read his draft, she 
can readily spot those points in the narrative where the writing becomes muddled or there are 
insufficient details to create a vivid picture for the reader. Providing useful coaching for the 
young writer is a relatively straightforward matter. Not so when nonfiction writing is being 
considered. Harvey (1998) points out that one of the hallmarks of nonfiction writing is that it 
"must convey accurate information" (Harvey, p. 148). When students ' topics are wide-
ranging, it becomes much more challenging to provide valuable writing assistance. It is 
difficult to assess the accuracy of a student's work without a reasonable grasp of his topic. It 
is also nearly impossible to determine whether a subject has been covered in a 
comprehensive manner or whether only a fraction of the topic has been addressed. Without 
an understanding of a student's topic, the teacher is relegated to a rather ineffectual role. At 
times, she may feel that editorial help is all she can confidently offer. 
A couple of years ago when my students were preparing for the annual Speech 
Challenge, I realized just how tough appraisal of informational writing about unfamiliar 
topics can be. One boy was reporting on skateboarding. He had elected to focus his speech 
on the parts of the skateboard and skateboard tricks . Despite the fact that I located a simple 
book on skateboarding, I had some difficulty assessing his coverage of the topic. The library 
book described the history of the sport and safety tips. The boy ' s report described "trucks" 
and "allies." I was stymied. Had the student completely missed the mark? Or did he 
possess more specialized knowledge than was provided in the trade book? Though I 
eventually learned the meanings of both "trucks" and "ollies," I was not able to offer this 
student much assistance with his composition' s content. 
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Harvey (1998) is a particularly enthusiastic proponent of choice. She notes that many 
inquiries are conducted over an extended period of time, and "topics that surface from 
passion and wonder have the best chance of engaging students over the long haul" (Harvey, 
p. 32). Throughout Harvey's Nonfiction Matters, the terms choice, wonder, passion, and 
engagement are pervasive. Upon reflection, I see that in aspiring to ensure that students ' 
nonfiction writing is accurate, I may well have provided instruction that is the antithesis of 
what Harvey considers ideal. 
I wince slightly as I describe my past practice. Each spring I girded myself for my 
students' single venture into inquiry and report writing. I selected one topic for the whole 
class to investigate - usually an animal. Students received copies of three successively more 
challenging nonfiction trade books dedicated to the particular animal I had chosen. After 
some demonstrations of note-taking procedures, pupils worked in pairs to record notes about 
the animal ' s various characteristics and habits . Later, all of the notes youngsters had 
collected about an individual feature (e.g. "habitat") were recorded on the board. Possible 
topic sentences for this paragraph were discussed. The notes on the board were colour-coded 
to indicate related ideas. Ways to sequence these ideas logically were considered. 
Concluding sentences for the paragraph were suggested and scrutinized. Responsibility for 
initial paragraphs was shared; later after notes were collated on the blackboard, students 
tackled paragraphs independently. I marked each paragraph out often marks. Two marks 
each were allotted for the topic sentence, the concluding sentence, the coherent organization 
of ideas, and two other less memorable features. Sometimes these reports were nearly twenty 
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paragraphs in length. The volume of marking that I created by micromanaging students' 
work was downright crushing. Not only that, rather than seeing the quality of students' 
writing improve, paragraphs often became increasingly trite as students dutifully tried to 
follow my narrow guidelines. Paragraphs that began, "Now I'm going to tell you about ... " 
and ended, "So now you know all about . .. " became the norm. Had the work been typed, it 
would have been virtually impossible to distinguish one child's work from that of his peers. 
Handwriting was the only distinctive mark individuals left on their work; not surprisingly, 
the language itself exhibited a stultifying sameness. 
Harvey offers a stern admonition to teachers who orchestrate the report-writing cycle 
as I have done: 
If you want to turn a research project into a living nightmare, ignore your 
students ' passion and assign each one a rigid animal report. Engagement 
falters, and kids who find animals boring ... will quickly find a way to give 
you night sweats. Cloned final products usually disappoint, and long-term 
learning suffers. And if you really want misery, while you're at it design a 
process that ensures that you do more work than the students: assigning 
topics, developing research questions, designating content, taking full 
responsibility for evaluation. (Harvey, 1998, p. 191) 
She has summed up my experience succinctly. 
My teaching is not always characterized by the tendency to so tightly control student 
output. When I consider the instruction I provide in art, for example, it appears I do have 
some appreciation of choice, wonder, and engagement. Most years my students learn the art 
ofpysanky. True, during the decoration oftheir first egg, all budding artists follow the same 
pattern as I guide them through the procedure. But once they are apprised of safety 
precautions, have been shown how to read the design patterns, and have witnessed 
demonstrations on the use of the kistka as a drawing tool, I am comfortable allowing students 
the latitude that will rouse their excitement and creativity. They choose designs and dye 
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colours that appeal to them. The room is organized so that students know where to find all 
the many supplies that support this project; they move freely at their own pace. I rove from 
group to group helping those who struggle to divide their eggs into equal sections or offering 
quick advice. From time to time we stop to admire finished products. Children are happily 
focused; the busy hum of learning is unmistakable. 
During the several weeks of art blocks devoted to pysanky, most children complete 
several eggs. Some continue to need my help transferring the patterns they have chosen onto 
their eggs throughout the project. Some never really master the skill of drawing a straight 
line on a curved surface. A few youngsters become totally independent; they are able to 
follow instructional diagrams without difficulty; their lines do not wobble, their selection of 
colours is aesthetically pleasing. Finished eggs are evaluated generously; completion alone 
indicates that plenty of learning has transpired, and I want students to be excited about their 
next attempts. The marking is holistic; separate marks are not awarded for smooth lines, 
colour selection, or varnishing. Consequently, evaluation occurs quickly and painlessly. I 
have conserved the energy required to see that the art workshop runs efficiently and 
enthusiasm remains high. 
Perhaps ifl were to transfer practices from my art class to my writers ' workshop, 
student motivation and learning would skyrocket. Perhaps feelings of professional efficacy 
would increase as well. Routman (2005) reports that "by reducing the clutter in our teaching 
lives - the overplanning ... the paper load, all the "stuff' that takes our time and our energy 
and does little to improve teaching and learning- we bring joy back into our work" 
(Routman, p. 16). Evidently, I need to relinquish some control. My current practice is 
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burying me under a mountain of marking. And neither the interminable scoring of 
paragraphs, nor the teacher-chosen topics have produced joyful authors or dazzling reports. 
Somehow, I've managed to make nonfiction writing a very serious, somewhat 
unpleasant undertaking. What steps will I need to take to bring the wonder and engagement 
that characterize the art class to the writing class? Allowing students to choose their writing 
topics in the same way I allow them to choose their pysanky designs will mark progress 
toward this goal. Reflection tells me that allowing topic choice signifies that the writer is of 
greater import than the writing he produces. That is, the writer's engagement carries more 
weight than the teacher's ability to identify shortcomings in his writing because she is 
familiar with his topic. Another useful change would be to devise a less labour-intensive, 
more responsive method of assessment. Although I do not aspire to assess students' writing 
with the same dispatch as I evaluate their decorated eggs, the process needs to be 
streamlined. Because my students engage in report-writing but once a year, I feel a certain 
sense of urgency that holds wonder and delight in check. I agonize that if students do not 
master report-writing on this single occasion, the opportunity has been lost. How absurd! I 
would never dream of having children complete only one Ukrainian Easter egg. The fun, the 
skills' improvement, and the sense of accomplishment would largely disappear. If I were to 
have students write several short reports, rather than a single lengthy one, I would feel less 
harried and pupils' learning would be better served. Graves (1989), of course, knows that 
complex learning takes time and must be carefully nurtured. Wisely he observes: 
There is no rush to help children succeed. Rather a tone of discovery, 
sharing in community, and a sense of wonder about the information is what 
the teacher seeks to foster in the children. The process of learning to learn -
to formulate questions, read, and find an area of knowledge ... eludes a 
majority of students over a lifetime. (Graves, p. 90) 
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Graves (1989) recommends that children's first foray into nonfiction writing should 
permit them to "choose topics they know something about or topics that have a high interest 
for them" (Graves, 1989, p. 80). Like Harvey (1998), Routman (2005) , Atwell (1998), 
Calkins (1994) and Short and Harste (1996), he feels that when children are excited about 
their topics, they are better prepared to withstand the rigors of report writing. Furthermore, 
he explains that when students are assigned report topics that they either know nothing about 
or that do not interest them, the task becomes too challenging. Both report writing and the 
topic are foreign to the child. Much better, says Graves (1989), to allow the youngster the 
solid-footing provided by a familiar topic. This way, the student is able to concentrate fully 
on the steps entailed by the inquiry process. It is hard to dispute such sensible advice. 
The professional development undertaken during the past year convinced me to 
attempt to reconcile my misgivings about freely chosen topics with the clear 
recommendations of the experts. I decided to encourage students to select topics that 
inspired excitement; if problems surfaced I vowed to manage them with all the good 
judgement I could muster. In preparation for their first cycle of nonfiction writing, 
youngsters listed their talents and areas of expertise in their writer ' s notebooks. The 
intention was to uncover familiar topics that still held interest for children. They happily 
described their participation in an array of leisure activities: indoor and outdoor sports, 
gaming, camping, travelling, cooking, etc. I joined in the conversation by sharing several 
topics that were "near and dear," as well as a couple that I found especially intriguing despite 
their relative unfamiliarity. I mentioned my interest in learning about the peril that global 
warming poses to polar bears. 
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The next day, after revisiting their topic lists, students went to the school library to 
find resources that would support their fledgling investigations. Despite their avowed 
intentions to find books about a varied assortment of interests, over half of the class made a 
beeline for the shelves housing books about animals. Perhaps this was a result of my 
expressed interest in polar bears; perhaps animals are intrinsically more captivating to 
students than many other topics. 
After spending a couple of days browsing through their informational texts and 
sharing some of the fascinating facts found within, I presented a mini-lesson on the selection 
of suitable questions to guide nonfiction inquiries. Children were cautioned against selecting 
questions that were too "skinny" or too "fat. " "Skinny" questions were those that begged 
only a quick, factual answer: "How many wolf pups are in a litter?" or "What events do 
female gymnasts compete in?" "Fat" questions were those that were considered too broad 
for the scope of children's initial foray into nonfiction report-writing: "What is the difference 
between Buddhism and Christianity?" or "How do the Inuit live?" 
In retrospect, I question whether I provided children with sufficient time to select 
meaningful questions. Short and Harste (1996) contend that if teachers expect students to 
hurriedly select a question for inquiry, it is very likely that questions oflittle significance will 
result (p. 265). Far better, say the authors, to allow kids to pore over reading material, to talk 
about their findings, and develop the familiarity with their topics that allows them to pinpoint 
meaty questions. As I reread Harvey (1998), I discover that she recommends that students be 
allowed two weeks to "immerse themselves in possible topics" (Harvey, p. 194) before 
settling on research questions. Some of my students selected topics that did not strike me as 
especially scintillating fare for youngsters. "How is the city of Nice different from Paris?" 
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and "What is Bastille Day?" were two questions that seemed particularly dry to me, despite 
students' assurances to the contrary. When establishing a timeline for the class' next 
nonfiction investigation, more time will be allotted for browsing. 
Once students determined the questions that would focus their investigations, mini-
lessons concentrated on note-taking skills. Using transparencies made from selected pages of 
my polar bear books, I demonstrated note-taking. Sections describing the bear's hunting 
habits were underlined and then transferred, as briefly as possible, into my own words. The 
sustained writing portion of each workshop was then devoted to children's note-taking. 
At the conclusion of the class' second period of note-taking, the difficulties I had 
foreseen when I first contemplated allowing free-choice of topics surfaced. Jack, a Grade Six 
student, reported that he had finished taking notes from his three books. Could he go to the 
library to find some more information? I looked dubiously at his eight lines of notes. Did 
these eight lines wholly represent the hunting methods of wolves? My inclination was to 
send Jack back to his desk to check the index and table of contents of each of his books 
carefully to ensure that he had read all relevant sections. Before I could utter a word, three 
more students assured me that they too had completed note-taking. Were they really 
finished? Not being an expert on stock car racing safety, taekwondo, or Lyme disease, I 
had no idea. Mercifully, the bell signalled the end of the workshop. All students filed their 
notes in their fo lders, and returned their library books to the classroom shelf. Before leaving 
school that afternoon, I loaded all students' nonfiction texts and their notes into my car. 
The next day I read all pertinent portions of each student's references and recorded 
notes that would adequately answer the inquiry questions children had posed. Although the 
stack of books initially appeared daunting, I soon realized that - like the students - I only had 
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to read pertinent sections of each text. Nevertheless, this undertaking consumed the better 
part of the day. But later I discovered that that single day spent poring over youngsters ' 
library books was time well-spent. It prepared me to respond knowledgeably to students ' 
note-taking, drafting, and revising efforts throughout the next two or three weeks. I was able 
to recognize accurately both shoddy and meticulous note-taking. The support I offered 
pupils was genuinely helpful because of its specificity: "You 've done a good job of 
describing how wolves hunt when they're alone, but how do they hunt in a pack?" or "I agree 
with you. It is better to be bitten by a tarantula than a black widow. But, what happens to a 
person who a tarantula bites?" or "I think it might make sense to conclude your report with 
some tips that can help people to avoid getting Lyme disease." 
Had I continued to flounder in ignorance of students ' topics, inaccuracies in notes and 
drafts may have escaped unnoticed - seriously compromising the quality of the writing. 
Perhaps I would have believed that some exotic species of snakes actually did hunt in packs; 
maybe I would have been convinced that tae kwon do and judo are essentially the same -
they just originated in different countries. Critical learning for a number of students was the 
appreciation that their informational writing ought to convey actual facts . During one mini-
lesson, I wrote a paragraph filled with errors about the ways elk protect themselves from 
predators. The passage described how elk sink their fangs into enemies, injecting deadly 
venom that turns would-be attackers ' organs to mush. I was conscientious to write in a lively 
and easily comprehensible fashion. As I snapped the cap back on the felt pen, I asked, "So, 
what do you think of this writing?" Many assessed the piece as "pretty good." Some 
youngsters identified words that they particularly liked. I probed further, "Something is 
desperately wrong with this paragraph. Can you spot it?'' Finally, one boy, shifting 
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uncomfortably in his seat, spoke: "They don't do that. I don't think elk have teeth like that." 
I had not foreseen the considerable time that the fundamental issue of accuracy in reporting 
would consume. 
Becoming well-acquainted with students' topics served another useful, though 
unforeseen, purpose: I was able to identify plagiarism quickly. Despite the fact that mini-
lessons on effective note-taking skills were delivered, despite the fact that children chatted 
with classmates about their learning, and wrote informal letters to me about their findings, 
reports did not always exhibit voice. Several diligent pupils plagiarized portions of their 
short compositions. When I returned children's drafts to them, I was able to highlight 
sections that had been lifted from their references and gently caution them against this 
practice. During a couple of mini-lessons, worthwhile discussions about plagiarism 
occurred. A number of conscientious writers were surprised to learn that using a thesaurus to 
make slight alterations to sentences from reference books does constitute copying. 
Unfortunately, changing "Nice is situated next to the warm Mediterranean Sea" to "Nice is 
situated next to the tepid Mediterranean Sea" does not allow one to escape being accused of 
plagiarism. 
Allowing children to choose their report topics freely turned out to be a manageable 
undertaking that will become a regular feature of my practice. Even though acquainting 
oneself with every student's topic at the outset of the report-writing cycle is a laborious 
enterprise, it prepares the teacher to provide genuine student support for the duration of the 
genre study. It is worth emphasizing, however, that measures were taken to limit the breadth 
of the topics students selected. While completion of the nonfiction reports took longer than I 
had anticipated (a month), I did not hear one complaint that a topic had ceased to interest its 
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researcher. A finished report represents a tremendous amount of student work; it signifies 
that a student has identified a worthwhile question, used nonfiction text features to locate 
useful information, taken notes, conversed with others about new learning, completed 
exploratory writing (e.g. K-W-L charts) to internalize material learned, drafted a synthesis of 
learning, revised, edited, and published findings. Because report-writing is such a complex, 
demanding activity, it makes little sense to intensify the challenge for children by assigning a 
topic that holds little appeal. 
After students have been introduced to the report-writing process, however, I can see 
real advantages to teachers having some input into topic choice. One of Graves' ( 1994) most 
heartfelt wishes would see teachers schedule daily writing. By integrating writing with the 
content areas, this goal is more readily achievable. The social studies and science curricula 
lend themselves beautifully to expository writing. Choice of topics could still be 
accommodated, but topics would share a common theme dictated by curricula. For example, 
in science Grade Six students are expected to study extreme environments. One can easily 
envision students choosing to investigate how particular organisms manage to survive in 
polar regions, deserts, oceans, volcanoes, or space. Science objectives are accomplished as 
kids hone their nonfiction writing skills. 
Nevertheless, when I do organize nonfiction writing under a curricular umbrella, it 
will be necessary to proceed with caution. I found Calkins' ( 1994) discussion of this issue 
particularly thought-provoking. She describes an occasion when she attempted to combine a 
thematic and a genre study. To meet curricular objectives, Calkins and the intermediate 
teacher with whom she was working, determined that students would study "homelessness" 
and nonfiction writing simultaneously. Because the notion of killing two curricular birds 
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with one stone is tremendously appealing to me, I read Calkins ' conclusions from the study 
with interest: 
The only problem was that we never managed to weave a genre study on 
nonfiction writing into our inquiry into the homeless. Although we'd 
intended to study wonderful nonfiction writing in order to learn about the 
genre as well as about the topic, in the end the work on the homeless was so 
complex and rich we didn't have much time or attention left over to look at 
nonfiction as a kind of text. Instead, we looked through nonfiction texts to 
the information they contained. (Calkins, 1996, p. 435) 
So, like Graves (1989), it is Calkins ' contention that when practitioners attempt to 
concurrently conduct thematic and genre studies, the learning curve for children unfamiliar 
with the genre is simply too steep. Rather than focusing on the nonfiction genre and noting 
effective techniques used by its authors, students' attention is often swallowed up by the 
unfamiliar content. When pupils are encouraged to investigate lingering questions about 
familiar and dear nonfiction topics, they are better able to attend to the way authors achieve 
certain effects. 
Although the freedom to choose topics is evidently very important to Graves (1989), 
closer reading leads me to recognize that he is not as resolute in this stance as I originally 
supposed. In the final paragraph of Investigate Nonfiction he divulges that eventually 
providing students carte blanche during topic selection will not be necessary. He writes, 
"Once children have acquired a rich sense of process they ought to move into all kinds of 
reports, in all areas ofthe curriculum" (Graves, 1989, p. 104). The demands of an over-
crowded curriculum make this welcome news. 
As the nonfiction genre study unfolded, I worked to develop evaluation criteria that 
reflected the content of the mini-lessons that had been delivered. I wanted a means of 
assessment that was not ridiculously labour-intensive, yet provided specific information 
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about children's success in navigating the inquiry cycle. Although it still requires tweaking, 
the simple form I eventually devised satisfactorily addressed these expressed needs. 
Table 6 
Nonfiction Report Evaluation Criteria 
A. Did you ask a question that was meaty, without being too broad? /3 
B. Did you take appropriate notes? /3 
c. Does your piece have a lead that grabs the reader? /3 
D. Is your information organized so that it is easy to understand? /3 
E. Does your piece have a satisfying conclusion? /3 
F. Have you answered your original question satisfactorily? /3 
G. Have you used some interesting language? /3 
H. Did you maintain a good attitude about revision? /3 
I. Are you writing like a mature writer who attends to punctuation and /3 
capitalization during drafting? 
1. Have you spelled most words correctly? /3 
K. Have you written without plagiarizing from your sources? /3 
Free-Choice of Activity and Genre 
Like Routman (2005), Graves (1994), Harvey (1998), Atwell (1998), and Calkins 
(1994 ), Short and Harste (1996) favour student choice of writing topics. But, the writers' 
workshop they have conceived affords students more than mere choice of subject matter for 
compositions. Children are also provided "invitations" (Short & Harste, 1996, p. 95) to 
engage in an array of writing activities during the workshop. For example, some children 
may be writing personal narratives, while others write to pen pals or compose entries for 
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learning logs or response journals (Short & Harste, 1996). Additionally, small groups of 
children may elect to participate in Author's Circle or Author's Chair discussions. Others 
may have volunteered to serve as outside editors for their peers, and may be reading 
classmates' compositions at the Editor's Table. Still others may be utilizing workshop time 
to browse through the vast assortment of thought-provoking reading materials and artifacts 
that have been collected for a particular study. Students move fluidly from place to place, led 
by their interests and their intense desire to become literate global citizens. The teacher 
sometimes participates in Author's Circle discussions, sometimes helps out at the Editor's 
Table. Often, however, she remains on the periphery of discussions among students in order 
to foster their independence. 
Short and Harste's (1996) vision, lovely as it is, spawns concerns. I understand that 
setting clear expectations regarding students' engagement and behavior would prove critical 
were this vision to become a reality. However, with such an assortment of activities - even 
with clear guidelines - a number of students might well flit from one activity to the next, 
accomplishing very little. One can easily imagine the comments certain pupils could use to 
justify wasteful consumption of time: "I'm just going to listen to Joe's story at Author's 
Chair." "I'm just going to Author's Circle to hear what Susie's got so far. She needs help 
with the ending." "I'm just going to Editor's Table. I'm done with this story." "I'm just 
going to observe the turtles in the tank." "I gotta get a new book. This one sucks." 
Like the other authors studied, Short and Harste ( 1996) profess the importance of 
"having a long block of time each day for uninterrupted reading and writing" (Short & 
Harste, p. 89). They emphasize that in order for children to uncover significant questions to 
investigate, it is essential that they "have time ... to explore a topic from as many different 
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perspectives as possible and to wonder about all kinds of ideas" (Short & Harste, p. 265). 
This conjures images of students perusing reading material and reflecting upon their findings 
in writing. But, in their enthusiasm to provide students with plenty of choice, I think that 
Short and Harste (1996) have seriously eroded children's chances of experiencing time for 
sustained reading or writing. At any moment fluency stands to be disrupted by classmates 
who need assistance or create disturbances with their wandering. 
Although Short and Harste (1996) indicate no such concern, I worry that such an 
extensive variety of writing " invitations" could yield only mediocre student work. Unless the 
list of invitations grew as the year progressed, it is conceivable that many students would not 
know the distinguishing features of unfamiliar genres. Without knowledge of the hallmarks 
of exemplary work for each genre, the probability of students producing compelling writing 
seems remote. However, if kids were invited to select new genres during sustained writing 
after receiving direct instruction, proficient drafts could be expected. Perhaps it was Short 
and Harste's presumption that teacher readers would make this obvious inference regarding 
explicit teaching. 
The language arts classroom described by Short and Harste ( 1996) - organized so 
differently than my own - has led me to question the subconscious beliefs that guide my 
classroom decisions. Short and Harste write, "Not just any learning environment will 
support inquiry - only environments that move beyond hierarchy to a democracy where all 
people are equally valued" (Short & Harste, p. 259). Although I know I am a linear thinker 
who prefers structured environments, I had not thought of myself as autocratic. Perhaps I 
am. To offer students the degree of choice proposed by the authors would require 
momentous change- change beyond the scope of my master ' s project. Despite my worry 
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that Short and Harste's "choice" may create a somewhat chaotic environment that interferes 
with students' ability to sustain reading and writing, their authoring cycle certainly inspires 
reflection. I am encouraged to make the provision of greater choice in my classroom a long-
term goal. 
Mentor Students 
In helping pupils hone their writing process skills, the pivotal role of the teacher 
during writers' workshop cannot be over-emphasized. Fletcher ( 1993) discusses the 
importance of teacher mentorship of young authors at length. He has identified several 
habits common to writing mentors: they are writers; they demonstrate passion for language; 
they encourage risk-taking in writing; and they build on the strengths of their apprentices 
(Fletcher, 1993, pp. 9-41). 
Mentors Write 
If we share our lives as writers, the impact on students' writing can be staggering. 
According to Routman, when we demonstrate writing processes, "everything improves: kids' 
engagement, ideas for writing, willingness to write and take risks, knowledge of how and 
what to write, and the quality and quantity of the writing" (Routman, 2005, p. 180). Graves 
adds, "When teachers write and share their writing, children internalize important concepts 
about what writing can do and absorb particular skills in the composing process" (Graves, 
1994, p. 366). Atwell's admission during the launch of her writers' workshop in September, 
confirms for children her authority as a teacher of writing: 
Maybe the most important thing for you to know about me is that I write. I 
write a lot and for lots of different reasons. I call the things I do as a writer 
my territories. They include genres that I write in or would like to try, 
subjects I've written about or would like to, and potential or real audiences 
for my writing. (Atwell, 1998, p. 123) 
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The depth and breadth of Atwell's writing "territories" is staggering - perhaps even 
intimidating. Nevertheless, when children see that their teachers are enthusiastic writers-
able to entertain and move an audience with words on a page- the effect is galvanizing. 
Writing becomes an appealing pursuit. The teacher is viewed as a credible expert, able to 
offer help with all manner of problems that beset writers . After all, she has wrestled with 
these problems herself. 
Mentors Share Their Love of Words 
Children are more liable to use lively, interesting language in their own writing if 
their teachers share with them a delight in words. Love of language is evident when we 
surround pupils with great books and when we pause to exclaim over lively word choices and 
vivid descriptions. When sharing Sharon Creech's (1994) award-winning novel Walk Two 
Moons, students cannot resist grinning as their attention is drawn to the author's playfulness 
with words. The main character worries that others will think she is a "whang-doodle;" her 
grandparents refer to her as their "chickabiddy;" and the surname of her nemesis is 
"Cadaver." 
Passion for words is also shown when we celebrate those occasions when a young 
writer has chosen not just "an exotic word, but ... the right word" (Fletcher, 1993, p. 38). 
Consider the italicized word in this student's sentence about her dog: "She probably could 
win a lot of prizes with her long fabulous coat if she was just a smidge smarter." What an apt 
word choice, and what a funny sentence! 
Fletcher (1993) provides a startling statistic that underscores the importance of 
mentors promoting a love of words: "In 1945, the average American student between the 
ages of six and fourteen had a written vocabulary of25, 000 words. Today, that vocabulary 
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has shrunk to about 10, 000 words" (Fletcher, 1993, p. 36). This alarming decrease in the 
number of words at students' disposal is reminiscent ofNewspeak, the fictional language in 
Orwell's (1949) Nineteen Eighty-Four. Newspeak's vocabulary grew smaller each 
successive year, essentially limiting nuances of thought, since the language to articulate 
many ideas had been eliminated. In light of this, Fletcher's call for mentors to demonstrate a 
curiosity about words and a pleasure in particularly lovely turns of phrase seems doubly 
pressmg. 
Mentors Encourage Risk-Taking 
Another quality integral to writing mentors is their encouragement of student risk-
taking (Fletcher, 1993, pp. 21-30). Fletcher points out that "risk allows children to outgrow 
themselves" (Fletcher, p. 17). Without the benefit of experimentation, students' writing 
remains stagnant. Fletcher's discussion of risk-taking with respect to topic choice is 
particularly interesting. To demonstrate the difference between safe subjects and those that 
are risky, Fletcher considers aloud his possible topics. Those topics through which he does 
"not expect to make any big discoveries about [himself]" (Fletcher, p. 28) are recorded 
beneath the heading "Safe." Risky topics, those which leave the author somewhat vulnerable 
because of emotional investment, are written under the heading "Risky." Because risky 
topics demand honesty, they "take tremendous courage," (Fletcher, p. 25) and are inherently 
more interesting that their "safe" counterparts. 
During writers' workshop students have definitely heard me share safe pieces of 
writing -like the story of babysitting my niece's battery-run virtual pet. But they've also 
heard stories that rouse stronger feelings. For instance, the recollection of the day I 
euthanized our family's dog is a more personally revealing account. 
121 
Although some students consistently choose safe topics like "The Big Snowball 
Fight" or "Bathing the Dog," many kids do tackle risky topics when writing personal 
narratives. One day during sharing in writers ' workshop, a quiet boy who was new to the 
class volunteered to share. In a voice that was just audible, he described his first awful day at 
our school. We listened as he recalled his fear of rejection, the awkwardness of not knowing 
names or routines, and his anxiety about missing the bus "home to where at least one person 
knew [his] name and cared how [his] day went." The class sat transfixed as he told of the 
discomfort our staring eyes had caused throughout that long day. This was an emotionally 
risky topic that was tackled with honesty. His audience breathed a sympathetic sigh of relief 
when the piece ended with a classmate befriending him on the bus. When teachers show a 
willingness to share writing that has required them to grapple with their own risky topics, 
student experimentation of this sort is nurtured. 
Fletcher (1993) makes no comment on "safe" versus "risky" topics with respect to 
nonfiction writing. It does seem that in order for students to select a topic to which they felt 
an emotional connection, free choice would need to be accommodated. Reporting on asthma 
might well be a risky, interesting topic to a student suffering from the condition. An inquiry 
concerning drug abuse would certainly be a risky topic for a child living in foster care due to 
parents' drug addiction. I'm not sure, however, that these are the types of topics towards 
which students would gravitate. Nonfiction topics that arouse interest are critical; pursuit of 
risky topics for inquiry seems unnecessary. 
Fletcher (1993) describes other ways for mentors to foster student risk-taking. 
During mini-lessons similar to Short and Harste's (1996) practice, Fletcher frequently 
showcases a new technique and then invites students to try it whenever its use seems 
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appropriate . For example, he might demonstrate how including a quotation in an 
informational text adds interest. Or he might show students some of the effective choices 
available to them when leads or conclusions are written. Later, when the mentor sees that a 
child has tried something new - regardless or the results - that effort needs to be applauded 
(Fletcher, p. 17). 
Quite often when kids are making an effort to integrate new vocabulary into their 
writing, words are mishandled. Note this boy's use of "dazzling:" "Dazzling with fear in my 
eyes, my stomach feeling like someone is sawing away at it." Consider this girl ' s use of 
"clash" in her description of autumn's arrival: "The mountain backgrounds, now a yellow-
green mix, are a wonderful clash of beauty." Technically, neither "dazzling," nor "clash" are 
used correctly. But both students should be congratulated for their originality so that they 
continue to grow as writers. 
However, praise intended to encourage further writing experimentation can 
sometimes backfire. Fletcher ( 1993) describes a phenomenon that I have seen on occasion. 
Sometimes when a young author is commended for the uniqueness of his approach, his risk-
taking days come to a screeching halt (Fletcher, p. 25). He can become so intent on 
garnering praise for subsequent pieces, that he perseverates on those techniques previously 
considered "risky". Recently during sharing, a boy was complimented by a classmate for 
using personification in his piece. He had pretended to be a type of medication used to treat 
attention deficit disorder. The talking pill was innovative; and the kind words made the 
student glow with pride. However, for the duration of the year, personification became his 
stalwart modis operandi. At various times he was a cat, a laser beam, and a desk chair! 
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Gently pointing out the emergence of such a pattern hopefully will encourage youngsters to 
resume exploration of new terrain. 
Mentors Build on the Strengths ofTheir Apprentices 
Fletcher ( 1993) remarks on students' vulnerability to our comments, and encourages 
teacher mentors to be generous. As we scan even a poor piece of writing, Fletcher challenges 
us to find at least one positive feature upon which to comment - even if it is merely a single 
well-crafted sentence or a striking word choice (Fletcher, p. 14). This spurs the writer on, 
giving her the confidence to write again. 
Provide Daily Opportunities for Sustained Reading 
Because reading and writing support each other, Routman stresses that just as 
children should have daily opportunities for sustained writing, they should also engage in 
uninterrupted reading each day (Routman, 2005, p. 124). Atwell notes that one of the 
purposes of the reading workshop is "to learn from other writers about how to improve our 
own writing" (Atwell, 1998, p. 203). 
Calkins (1994) asserts that if students are to attempt to use the effective techniques of 
published authors, certain instructional practices make sense. The essence of her advice to 
practitioners follows. (1) Nurture familiarity with "touchstone" books and authors . Read 
and reread beloved books aloud; discuss how authors elicit various emotional responses from 
their readers (e.g. surprise). Have children consider whether the techniques authors have 
used would be feasible for them to try in their own writing (Calkins, pp. 274-279). (2) Help 
youngsters to match the genres in which they write with the genres they read. When chunks 
of the school year are organized for specific genre studies, children have a better chance of 
becoming insiders into these genres. Surrounded by exemplary trade books, the likelihood 
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that students will adopt the techniques that characterize the particular genre is logically 
increased. Additionally, when children encounter writing problems, for example, uncertainty 
about how to craft an effective lead, the literature can be examined to discern alternatives 
used by the genre's published authors (Calkins, pp. 279-281). (3) Have students attend to 
those occasions when favourite books influence their own writing (Calkins, pp. 281-282). 
(4) Calkins notes that if children are to try some of the literary devices used by published 
authors, then their book discussions must extend beyond contemplation of characters, events, 
and settings. Pupils need to perceive that the impact a book has on them is no happy 
accident, but rather the result of an author ' s carefully executed design (Calkins, pp. 282-285). 
As I implement my nonfiction writing project, it will be crucial to remember that 
surrounding students with fine examples of this genre will help them to appreciate its 
distinguishing characteristics. Typically, I have ensured that students have plenty of 
exposure to exemplary fiction, while nonfiction has been largely neglected. 
Alignment of "Best Practices" with the Language Arts IRP 
Although my intention throughout this study has been to uncover instructional 
practices that promote effective writing skills generally, effective nonfiction writing skills 
specifically, and voice in children' s informational texts, a fourth question emerged as my 
research progressed: Do the "best practices" described here align with the prescribed learning 
outcomes from BC's newly mandated Language Arts curriculum? After all, my findings 
amount to naught if they fail to address curricular objectives. 
When I first scanned the new Integrated Resource Package (IRP), the formality of the 
language made me gulp. Recommendations like, "Children should demonstrate their 
sentence fluency through a variety of sentence lengths and patterns, with increasing fluidity" 
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(Language Arts Grade 5: IRP, 2006, p. 60) were unnerving. Have my students been 
developing their "sentence fluency" in the writers ' workshop? I have certainly never advised 
them to follow three lengthy sentences with a short, punchy fourth. Placing the predicates of 
some sentences first has not been suggested either. Nor have I provided lessons on "revising 
to enhance writing traits (e.g. ideas, sentence fluency, word choice, voice, [and] 
organization" (Language Arts Grade 5 IRP, p. 61 ). In the midst of all of my reading and 
thinking about writing instruction, have I found a way to shirk my teaching responsibilities? 
Surely not. Engagement in the classroom is high; children are writing up a storm and most 
view themselves as authors. Moreover, I feel as though I finally grasp what is essential in 
writing instruction. When the next publisher shows up peddling the latest set of language 
exercise workbooks, I will have the wherewithal to reply emphatically, "No thank you." But, 
is the writers' workshop my study has helped me to craft congruent with curricular 
expectations? 
According to Routman, "If you focus on excellent teaching of writing, you will be 
teaching beyond what the standards require" (Routman, 2005 , p. 150). Further, she writes, 
Once as teachers we "see" that, we can relax and stop worrying about 
teaching all the little pieces of writing and keep the "big picture" in mind. 
More than that, we begin to realize that complex learning cannot be 
decontextualized or compartmentalized into discrete skills. (Routman, p. 
150) 
Sentence fluency, ideas, word choice, apostrophes (etc.) are all the "little pieces of writing." 
Rather than becoming fixated on writing' s traits, Routman advises practitioners to teach in a 
"whole-to-part-to-whole [manner] (meaning first, with skills integrated to make meaning 
clear)" (Routman, p. 9). Then, she recommends that teachers "go back and look at [their 
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province's] ... objectives" (Routman, 2005, p. 150). This way, Routman says, we "can teach 
everything on [our] lists faster and more effectively" (Routman, p. 150). 
With this advice in mind, I examined each of the prescribed writing learning 
outcomes for Grade 5, and then considered what my students have accomplished to date. 
The IRP states that students are to write personal narrative accounts, informational texts, 
stories and poems. Once youngsters are familiar with a genre and have rehearsed possible 
topics, they are to draft in a clear and engaging a fashion. Revision and editing to improve 
texts should occur both during and after children's drafting. Grade Fives are to write 
responses to others' work and reflections upon their own compositions. Finally, they are to 
use conventions of language as a courtesy to their readers (B.C. Ministry of Education, 2006, 
pp. 294-337). 
With nearly two terms remaining, this year's students have practiced many of the 
prescribed learning outcomes. Although neither fiction, nor poetry have been tackled, 
students have written personal memoirs and nonfiction reports. Through mini-lessons, 
conferences, and sharing sessions children have begun to appreciate that clarity and energy 
are hallmarks of all good writing. Pupils have revised and edited compositions in order to 
convey ideas in a manner that is both precise and pleasing. In context, various conventions 
have been examined. Students have written many responses to the work of published authors 
during readers' workshop. Without question, much work remains. No genre, revision 
strategy, or even punctuation mark has been completely mastered. But, children have 
written; they are authors who have practiced most of the writing skills described in the new 
Language Arts IRP. 
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Logically, prescribed learning outcomes in other areas of the Language Arts 
curriculum have also been addressed during writers ' workshop. Through conferences, 
partner work, and whole-class share sessions many of the learning outcomes for speaking and 
listening have received attention. Speaking has been used "to interact with others" and "to 
... present information" (Language Arts IRP Grade 5, 2006, p. 56). Students have "listen[ ed] 
purposefully to understand ideas and information" (Language Arts IRP Grade 5, p. 56); they 
have "selected and used strategies to make and clarify meaning" (Language Arts IRP Grade 
5, p. 57). They have "focused on the speaker, listened for specifics, generated questions, 
recalled, summarized, and synthesized" (Language Arts IRP Grade 5, p. 57). Additionally, 
during the class' nonfiction genre study, prescribed learning outcomes for reading were met. 
Students read information texts as they first asked and then answered specific questions. 
They "read selectively" and used "text features to locate information" (Language Arts IRP, 
Grade 5, p. 59). Finally, they summarized and synthesized their findings (Language Arts 
IRP, Grade 5, p. 59). 
The exemplary practices identified in this study are in perfect alignment with the 
prescribed learning outcomes from the new B.C. Language Arts IRP. They allow for 
respectful negotiation of government mandates, while teaching "in a way that makes sense 
and helps students to become better writers" (Routman, 2005 , p. 149). Routman's 
declaration to colleagues resonates deeply: "I will teach your students how to do all that is 
required, but the easiest and most efficient way to do this is to first engage students in writing 
about topics they care about for a reader who matters to them" (Routman, p. 149). 
Summary 
In this review ofliterature, instructional practices that nurture effective writing 
generally, effective nonfiction writing specifically, and voice were explored. The process 
revealed several key practices that, once fully implemented, should improve the writing 
instruction delivered in my writers ' workshop. 
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The major instructional practices identified by Routman (2005), Graves (1989; 1994), 
Calkins (1994), Atwell (1998), Harvey (1998), Fletcher (1993), and Short and Harste (1996) 
are as critical to nonfiction writing instruction as to the teaching of other genres. Like other 
forms , effective nonfiction is fostered when children receive direct instruction in writing 
process skills and are afforded time for sustained writing in a predictable environment. 
Providing youngsters with responses to their efforts through mini-lessons, conferences and 
sharing sessions is as crucial to their development as nonfiction writers as it is to their growth 
as authors of the memoir, fiction, or poetry. To improve all forms of writing, children need 
consistent, encouraging, specific feedback on their efforts throughout the authoring cycle. 
Because it virtually ensures students' engagement, accommodating choice of nonfiction 
writing topics is just as important as when compositions in other genres are written. All 
writers need sustained opportunities to read exemplary literature; they need to be steeped in 
the language and the conventions of the styles they attempt. And finally, young authors 
require regular occasions to publish and celebrate their writing accomplishments. 
Despite the fact that quality nonfiction writing instruction has much in common with 
excellent instruction in other genres, there are important differences. Because informational 
writing generally necessitates research, considerable direct instruction must occur before 
students begin to draft. To help children grasp the report-writing process, it is advisable for 
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the teacher to pursue her own inquiry alongside her pupils (Graves, 1989, p. 83; Harvey, 
1998, p.6). Pupils need to see how broad areas of interest are selected (e.g. "running"), and 
then focused (e.g. "distance running"), and finally expressed as a question for inquiry (e.g. 
"How does a novice prepare to run a five-kilometre race?") (Graves, pp. 83-89). Once pupils 
have selected questions for investigation and have gathered reference materials, nonfiction 
reading strategies require review. Knowledge of nonfiction text features (e.g. table of 
contents) and text structures (e.g. compare and contrast) is necessary if students are to locate 
and comprehend pertinent information (Harvey, pp. 77-79). Note-taking skills, too, must be 
taught. Particularly useful are double and triple-column forms that encourage children to 
respond to the facts they record, thereby integrating new learning with existing knowledge 
(Harvey, p. 133). Subsequently, in preparation for drafting, various informal means of 
organizing notes- for example, Venn diagrams or lists - ought to be presented (Harvey, pp. 
127 -129). Once drafting begins, nonfiction writing instruction progresses much like 
instruction in other genres. 
One of the burning issues that inspired this project was the observation that students' 
nonfiction writing is frequently uninteresting. From the literature, a number of practices that 
should help children to incorporate voice in their writing emerged. Immersing students in 
fine nonfiction is critical because it develops their appreciation of excellence in this genre 
(Harvey, 1998; Graves, 1994; Atwell, 1998; Calkins; 1994). Allowing at least some degree 
of choice in the selection ofresearch topics is strongly suggested (Harvey, 1998; Graves, 
1989, Calkins, 1994; Atwell, 1998). When children are apathetic about assigned topics, their 
indifference is often evidenced in their lifeless writing. Oral rehearsal of the new learning 
that occurs during inquiry familiarizes students with their information and helps them to 
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assimilate it into their own manner of speaking (Graves; 1989). Use ofthree-colurnn charts 
that require children to respond to the notes they collect seems another practice that invites 
students' opinions and enthusiasm to grace their drafts (Calkins, 1994; Harvey, 1998). Other 
forms of exploratory writing, such as letters written to classmates about discoveries made 
during research can also help young authors assimilate "book facts" with natural language 
(Fletcher, 1993). Classroom environment is instrumental in nurturing voice in students' 
nonfiction writing. In an atmosphere that celebrates questions and discoveries, where teacher 
and students share great informational writing, excitement and wonder are likely to spill over 
into children's writing (Harvey, 1998). 
Finally, for writing to flourish- whether nonfiction or any other genre- it is 
necessary for the teacher to mentor younger writers (Fletcher, 1993; Atwell, 1998). 
Sometimes a mentor models: demonstrating the decisions a writer makes as a text takes 
shape. Sometimes a mentor coaches: noting apt choices or offering suggestions. Other times 
a mentor need only share a delight in words and their power to transform experiences and 
discoveries into that which is beautiful and significant and lasting. 
Although I have tapped only a fraction of the writing instruction literature, I have 
begun to answer - to my own satisfaction - the three questions that I originally posed. These 
days, the actions I take in the writers' workshop are deliberate and defensible. Nevertheless, 
plenty of new questions have arisen. For example, is Culham's (2003) work with writing 
traits compatible with the "best" practices identified in this project? Or has she 
"compartmentalized [complex learning] into discrete skills" (Routman, 2005, p. 150) to too 
great an extent? What does Romano (2004) have to say about voice? Could Zinsser' s (2001) 
advice on nonfiction writing be adapted for intermediate students? How can I help students 
to identify new writing topics more readily? Wisely, Routman recognizes that this is the 
nature of writing instruction: 
Effective teachers are constantly reevaluating and rethinking their practices 
in light of the students in front of them, curricular requirements, new 
information and research, and the daily demands of teaching. While there is 
no one best program or model of how to teach writing, knowledgeable 
teachers make decisions based on research, teaching and learning 
experiences, their observations of their students, and ongoing professional 
conversations. While there will always be differences of opinion on how to 
teach writing well, we cannot go wrong by using key research findings to 
guide our thinking, planning, and teaching practice. (Routman, 2005 , p. 
267) 
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